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ABSTRACT

THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF BULGARIAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE CHICAGOLAND
AREA: THEIR PERCEPTIONS OF WORK
Iva Ventzislavova Angelova, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult, and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Barbara Schwartz-Bechet, Director

The purpose of this study was to explore Bulgarian immigrants’ narratives with
respect to their perceptions of immigrant work challenges; learning at work; work or
occupational preferences; immigrant careers, including job transitions and professional
development; strategies with respect to work; support at work; satisfaction gained from
work; and life in the U.S. By examining these areas, this study can improve the learning
experiences of immigrants and enhance educators’ and professionals’ understanding of
immigrants as learners.
The general research design of this study was qualitative. I used narrative as a method for
collecting the Bulgarian immigrants’ personal experience stories. I identified four themes and
multiple sub-themes that organically rose from the participants’ responses to the semi-structured
interview questions. The four major themes—English language, education, work, and life in
America—emerged as a result of interviewing the 21 Bulgarian immigrants in this study.
This study found that upon coming to the United States, the Bulgarian immigrants
experienced a different language and culture in their host country. In addition, the initial
lack of recognition of their credentials forced many of them to take low-skilled jobs.
However, they successfully adapted over time by improving their host language skills,

continuing their education, and learning and fulfilling requirements in the local labor
market so they could eventually obtain the more high-skilled jobs they desired. These
Bulgarian immigrants took different career paths toward achieving their goals and
aspirations. However, being highly motivated, hard-working, and persistent individuals,
they not only persevered and survived, but they also said they felt successful doing their
jobs in their new environment.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Researcher’s Interest in Study

Coming for my studies in Midwest America, I met many immigrants. Some of them were
my classmates and co-workers, while others I met by chance. Wherever I went, there were
people who wanted to tell their stories about how they came to the U.S. or wanted to share the
immigrant story of their parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents.
My work experiences at my present institution of higher education in the U.S. connect me
with immigrant students, faculty, and staff working in the administration offices of the
university. I also meet many children of immigrants who are now young adults and coming to
this university for study. I meet them during Open House events, Admission Day, and
Scholarship Day. Various events on campus intend to bring awareness among the diverse student
population at the university, so I have often been asked questions about the university and
school-related matters by these immigrants.
Having various student employment positions on campus, I have gained valuable
experiences, including serving students who were immigrants or children of immigrants. I have
had conversations on various issues with them, but I have also learned about them and their
families. Immigrants and their children attend U.S. institutions of higher education. They are
spread across different academic departments. They are served by departments and offices on
campus, but this group of the student population may not be that visible in the institution. On the
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other hand, it has been recently recognized that this group of students deserves more attention.
At national conferences, such as NASPA, various topics about the immigration debate are being
discussed. The discussion on how to better serve the immigrant student population is now
growing.
My informal encounters with immigrants are numerous. I met immigrants through my
volunteering experiences. For example, for two years now, I was invited to participate in the
International Fair at a midwestern elementary school, along with other students with crosscultural experiences from my university. I had an opportunity to share my culture with kids from
kindergarten to fifth grade. I was given my own classroom that represented Bulgaria. As
students, their parents, and their grandparents entered my classroom, I shared cultural facts about
my country, and I taught students words in Bulgarian and pointed out on a map the location of
Bulgaria. I also showed them images of Baba Marta, martenitsi, and kukeri while telling them
the ancient Bulgarian stories related to those images. For me, this felt like I was reconnecting
with my roots and was being recharged. Some of the parents and grandparents remembered their
roots and told me where they came from.
One father told me he was Serbian and started talking to me in his language. One of his
sons asked me, “Kako si?” [How are you?] and “Kako se zovesh?” [What is your name?]. The
father told me this summer that his children were going to see their grandparents in Serbia for the
first time. The children were very excited for the upcoming trip and asked me to show them
Serbia on the map. I was happy to point out Serbia, and they learned that Serbia and Bulgaria are
neighboring countries. Another family who came to my classroom told me they were Polish. We
ended up talking about East European politics and history. The objective of the International Fair
was to increase diversity awareness and interest in world cultures. Students with cross-cultural
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experiences helped to bring the world outside of the U.S. to this local school in the Midwest. For
some of the parents and grandparents the event also brought memories of where they came from,
including where their roots were. That day I put a stamp “Bulgaria” in many of the students’
passports.
When deciding about the direction of my dissertation research, I had to narrow my
general interest on immigrants. During my doctoral studies I undertook research projects on
diverse populations, including Latino immigrants, Latino and African-American students and
international students in U.S. higher education institutions, but I focused on Bulgarian
immigrants for my dissertation study. My Bulgarian ethnicity was part of the reason why I was
directed to study this particular immigrant population as opposed to other immigrant groups.
Although one can find Bulgarians in different states in the U.S., there is a high concentration of
the Bulgarian population in the Chicagoland area. A Bulgarian family who used to be my
grandmother’s neighbors in Bulgaria before they came to the U.S. some 40 years ago introduced
me to other Bulgarian immigrants. This is how my connection to the Chicagoland Bulgarian
community was established. Through the same family, I met other Bulgarians during the years of
my study and learned about this particular community.
Bulgaria has been in transition for the last 25 years, and when there is an economic
hardship, people tend to migrate. Many Bulgarians go abroad in search for a better life and
employment opportunities. My interest in the topic of immigrants evolved with time. My
numerous encounters with immigrants and their children sparked my desire to learn more about
them. It is also important to learn about what happens to the immigrants once they leave their
home country.
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Background

Demographic Trends in the United States

The United States has always accepted many immigrants (Conway, 2014). The foreignborn population in the U.S. accounted for 40 million people or 12.9% of the total U.S. population
in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In the 1980 Census, the foreign-born population constituted
6.2% of the total population. In 1990, it was 7.9% (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Segal, Elliott, &
Mayadas, 2010) and 11.1% in 2000 (Segal, Elliott, & Mayadas, 2010). In just two years, between
2008 and 2010, the number of the foreign born in the U.S. grew rapidly from 38 million (12.6%)
(Segal, Elliott, & Mayadas, 2010) to 40 million (12.9%) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). The United
States accepts an unprecedented number of immigrants (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010). Every year
it provides approximately one million green cards and over 1.5 million temporary resident visas
to people who want to come. Immigrants will be the main contributor of the future growth of the
U.S. population (Conway, 2014).
Despite the number of immigrants who come to the U.S., some of them decide to leave
(Smith & Edmonston, 1997). Some immigrants have a hard time adjusting, cannot find jobs, or
can make more favorable choices in their homeland. Some may decide to go to a third country.
European immigrants have the highest emigration rates (Smith & Edmonston, 1997). Knowing
how many people choose to emigrate and being able to estimate the net migration can provide
the government with trends and projections for the U.S. economy and population (Smith &
Edmonston, 1997). To bring more insight into immigrant subgroups, including their needs, this
study aimed to find out about Bulgarian immigrant experiences with respect to their work in the
U.S.
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Diversity in the United States

Immigration is accepted as a worldwide phenomenon of our time (Navas et al., 2005).
New immigrants, sojourners, and refugees settle in many countries (Berry, 2005). Societies face
the challenge of becoming more diverse and “culturally plural” (Berry, 1997, p. 8) by integrating
“large ethnocultural populations” (Berry, 2005, p. 700) and new immigrants successfully in the
local life (Navas et al., 2005). Major ethnic groups in the U.S. are Latinos or Hispanics, Asians,
Native Americans or American Indians, and African Americans or Blacks (Evans et al., 2010).
Bulgarians are not one of the major ethnic groups in the U.S. Yet, the Bulgarian population in the
U.S. contributes to the diversity in the U.S. and deserves to be studied.

Immigrant Integration

Immigrant Integration Defined

The United States is a country built by immigrants (Foner, 2012). Social scientists talk
about a “model of integration” in the U.S. to acknowledge that immigrants need to follow the
“values, beliefs, and normative understandings” to integrate into society (Foner, 2012, p. 486).
Although this model is based on multiculturalism and cultural pluralism and values diversity, it
expects immigrants to become Americans through assimilation. The concept of assimilation
suggests that immigrants should lose their national identities to achieve full integration (Wrigley,
2012). Most integration models consider that not only will immigrant culture change but also the
culture in the host society (Jiménez, 2011). According to a publication of the Grantmakers
Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees (GCIR), immigrant integration is defined as
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a dynamic, two-way process in which newcomers and the receiving society work together
to build secure, vibrant, and cohesive communities….integration should be an intentional
process that engages and transforms all community stakeholders, enriching our social,
economic, and civic life over time. (GCIR, n.d., p. 25)
The Department of Education, Office of Adult and Vocational Education, developed a
document titled, “Adult Education and Immigrant Integration: Networks for Integration of New
Americans (NINA)” (World Education, 2013, p. 1), which provides a theoretical framework for
immigrant integration. The main pillars of integration include linguistic, civic, and economic
integration. Language integration is achieved “when non-English proficient individuals have
acquired the necessary English language skills and related cultural knowledge to be able to
meaningfully contribute to their community as participants and leaders in community planning,
organizing, and advocacy efforts” (World Education, 2013, p. 18). Further, immigrants try to
find work that will assure earnings that meet their everyday life needs. Economic integration
takes place “when employers are able to attract and retain the best talent, when both employers
and immigrant workers understand their rights, and the latter have the resources to excel and
obtain economic and financial self-sufficiency” (p. 26). Finally, civic integration occurs “when
all community members belong, are secure in their rights, exercise their liberties, and share
ownership in the community and the nation’s future” (p. 32).
Scholarly literature on immigrant integration distinguishes among economic, social, and
civic integration. For example, Adamuti-Trasche (2013) states that “successful economic, social,
and civic integration of migrant populations depend on various individual and contextual factors”
(p. 103). The author argues that for new immigrants to actively engage in the host society, they
need to have the necessary language skills.
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Immigrant Integration and Adult Education

There is a connection between immigrant integration and adult education (Wrigley,
2012). The fundamentals of integration include “English and civic classes, information on
navigating the school system, and access to jobs commensurate with one’s skills” (p. 25). Adult
education can bring a difference to civic life by establishing a connection between new
immigrants and people in the host communities through civic engagement and adaptation of both
parties (Wrigley, 2012). Jiménez (2011) communicated the need for a cohesive immigration
policy rather than the current situation with numerous legislative regulations/bills. In the
envisioned immigration policy, the integration of immigrants would be a part of civil society
(Jiménez, 2011).
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to explore Bulgarian immigrants’ narratives with
respect to their perceptions of immigrant work in the U.S. This research addresses
questions regarding immigrant work challenges; learning at work; working or
occupational preferences; immigrant careers, including job transitions and professional
development; strategies with respect to work; support at work and satisfaction gained
from work; and life in the U.S. By answering these questions, this study will improve the
learning experience of immigrants and enhance educators’ and professionals’
understandings of immigrants as learners.
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Problem Statement

The research problem of this study is immigrants’ integration into the host society. Some
immigrants face barriers regarding entry into the labor market due to limited fluency in English,
lack of formal education from their host country, and employers being unprepared to employ
immigrants (Boeren, 2011; Harrison & Lloyd, 2013). Additionally, immigrant educational and
professional credentials, gained prior to migration, may not be recognized (Lee & Westwood,
1996). Further, formal citizenship may not equate with immigrant civic engagement because
immigrant communities “are not fully included in social and political processes” (Ebert &
Okamoto, 2013, p. 1267). Finally, societal attitudes toward immigrants may not favor their
integration (Berry, 1990, 1997; Berry et al., 1989). Therefore, there is a need to investigate
immigrants’, in this case Bulgarian, perceptions of immigrant work in the United States.

Research Questions

The research questions for this study are given below:
1. How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive their work experience in the U.S.?
a. How do Bulgarian immigrants describe their work?
b. What is the view of Bulgarian immigrants with respect to employer(s)?
c. How do the experiences of Bulgarian immigrants employed in highskilled jobs differ compared to those occupying low-skilled jobs?
2. How do Bulgarian immigrants learn to navigate through the U.S. labor
market, including attaining, retaining, and switching jobs?
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3. How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive some of the changes they went
through after coming to the U.S.?

Significance of Study

This study contributes to the growing body of research on the lived experiences of
Bulgarian immigrants, their work and educational experiences, and their transition to
their new home country. This research is of interest to adult and higher education
professionals, employers, and local governments. It considers the work and learning
experiences of immigrants and provides their perceptions of life in the U.S. Knowing
more about immigrants can help educators and researchers design more appropriate
educational programs for them. Finally, this research reveals information about local
economic development, ethnic neighborhoods, business, and industry as it relates to
Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland area.

CHAPTER 2
FROM BULGARIA TO THE U.S.: TRANSITION, HISTORY AND EXPERIENCE

Bulgarian Economic Transition

The modern history of Bulgaria has been dominated by the problem of economic
modernization (Dimitrov, 2001). Bulgaria spent five centuries under Turkish slavery. Since the
Ottoman Empire invaded Bulgaria, there has been an economic, political, and cultural isolation
from Europe, which created a backwardness in Bulgaria that at times seemed overwhelming. In
the course of its independent existence, Bulgaria has tried three grand schemes that it hoped
would enable it to leap over the developmental gap: state-led capitalist development, albeit in the
context of laissez faire, in 1878-1944; communist modernization in 1944-1989, based on an allpowerful state maintaining a high level of investment in key industries; and the current model of
liberal Anglo-American capitalism. None of these attempts have proven to be fully successful.
The first scheme created some modern infrastructure but did not manage to achieve a qualitative
transformation of the economy, most of which continued to function on a pre-capitalist basis.
The second scheme did succeed in transforming the structure of the economy, but its operating
methods limited its efficiency and made a transition from extensive to intensive development
virtually impossible. The third scheme is still ongoing, and so far the devastation it brought has
exceeded the benefits. In the long run, however, it does hold promise of finally giving Bulgaria a
chance to become a truly modernized economy through integration into the European market and
its institutions (Dimitrov, 2001).
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As part of the third scheme, Bulgarian higher education is transforming and facing
challenges. The main challenge for Bulgarian higher education has been identified as providing
quality education in accordance with the European Union (EU) principles in the area of higher
education (Marinova-Christidi, 2009). These principles are related to quality and mobility in
higher education so young Bulgarians will be able to find jobs in the constantly changing labor
market (Marinova-Christidi, 2009).

Conditions for Bulgarian Economic Transition

Bulgaria's position at the start of the post-communist economic transition was arguably
less favorable than that of any other Eastern European country (Dimitrov, 2001). It had $9 billion
of foreign debt. Bulgaria's economic structure was based on large industrial enterprises that were
narrowly focused and badly integrated. The Bulgarian Communist regime was most familiar
with state-planned economic structures and unfamiliar with the private individual enterprise
practices. Bulgaria also lacked a significant private sector that could provide the main engine of
economic growth. Finally, the Bulgarian economy was integrated with that of the Soviet Union
to a degree unmatched by any other Eastern European country, with nearly sixty percent of its
foreign trade directed toward the Soviet Union (Dimitrov, 2001).
All of these conditions produced a remarkably unfavorable situation at the very start of
transition and drastically restricted the options available to Bulgarian policy makers. It is also
possible, however, that the Bulgarian government failed to use the options that were available
because of excessive politicization, incompetence and sheer corruption (Dimitrov, 2001).
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Phases of Economic Policy

Four distinct phases of economic policy can be identified in the development of
Bulgaria's economic transition (Dimitrov, 2001). The first, which saw liberalization without
permanent stabilization, lasted from 1991 to 1994. The second, which witnessed a partial
reversal of liberalization and a spectacular failure of structural reform, lasted from 1995 to early
1997. The third and current stage involves the competition of liberalization and a surprisingly
successful stabilization, but still relatively little progress has been made in structural reform. The
fourth stage covers the medium- to long-term future and is likely to be driven by the process of
integration with the EU. In that stage, structural reform and institutional reform will become of
primary importance, although the maintenance of stability will continue to be imperative
(Dimitrov, 2001).

Bulgaria and the European Union

At the beginning of the 1990s, the former communist countries in Central and Eastern
Europe were “struggling with the multiple transformation[s] of their economies, political systems
and statehood” (Dimitrova & Dragneva, 2001, p. 80). The path to these transformations included
becoming a member of the European Union. The EU was “a symbol of prosperity and
democracy and the long awaited ‘return to Europe’” (Dimitrova & Dragneva, 2001, p. 80).
A main goal of Bulgaria’s policy after 1989, the breakdown of Communism, was for
Bulgaria to join the EU (Giatzidis, 2004). To achieve this aim, Bulgaria had to “attain sustainable
and balanced economic growth, fight corruption, decrease poverty and unemployment, raise
living standards and overcome such complex problems as the disparities between social groups
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and regions” (Giatzidis, 2004, p. 434). Thus, European integration involved “political, economic
and social transformation” (p. 435) of the country. Integration to the EU means “a complex
process of social transformation aimed at establishing particular public structures, standards,
consensual attitudes and strategies compatible with the EU and acceptable to its member
countries” (p. 444). Bulgarian people perceived EU accession as “an indivisible part of the
political and economic transformation of the country that will guarantee social, economic and
national security” (Giatzidis, 2004, p. 441). Bulgaria submitted its application for EU
membership in 1995 (Crespo-Cuaresma et al., 2005; Dimitrova & Dragneva, 2001; Giatzidis,
2004). The country started negotiations for EU accession in 2000. These were closed in 2004,
and Bulgaria joined the European Union in January 2007 (Varbanova, 2007).

Bulgarian Higher Education

The transition process also affected the system of higher education in Bulgaria. Prior to
the change in 1989, all higher education institutions in Bulgaria were run by the state. However,
after 1989, new higher education institutions emerged, including private ones, and the number of
students increased (Slantcheva-Durst & Ivanov, 2010).
Between 1990 and 1999, the Higher Education Act (1995) and the Amendment to the
Higher Education Act (1999) had a major impact on the changes in higher education (MarinovaChristidi, 2009). They introduced a new system of academic degrees and an agency for quality
assessment and accreditation of postsecondary school activities. Further, Bulgarian higher
education started the process of implementing the Bologna Declaration (Marinova-Christidi,
2009; Slantcheva-Durst & Ivanov, 2010). According to the Higher Education Act (1995),
Bulgarian higher education adopted a two-tiered system (Marinova-Christidi, 2009; Slantcheva-

14
Durst & Ivanov, 2010) in which students could enroll in a university after twelve years of
completion of elementary and secondary education (Marinova-Christidi, 2009). Later, a threecycle system was adopted, and students can now graduate as a bachelor, master, and doctor. A
bachelor’s degree is obtained after a minimum of a four-year course of instruction. After
completing the course work, students need to pass a state examination or defend a diploma thesis
to be awarded Bakalavar (a bachelor’s degree). To obtain a Magistar (a master’s degree),
students have to complete a five-year program or one additional year after having the bachelor’s
degree. Again, the last step toward having this degree is to pass a state exam or defend a thesis. If
students choose to pursue a Doktorat (doctorate) after completion of a master’s degree, they need
to complete a minimum of a three-year course of instruction; the requirement to pursue a
doctorate from a bachelor’s degree is four years (Marinova-Christidi, 2009).

Implementing the Bologna Process

Bulgaria continues to implement the Bologna process. Its purpose is to establish a
European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (Marinova-Christidi, 2009). The Bologna process is
considered “the most important development of higher education in Europe today” (Vlasceanu &
Voicu, 2006, p. 25).

Bulgarian Vocational Education and Training System

The goal of the Bulgarian vocational education and training system is to prepare “citizens
to work in the economy and other spheres of public life by creating conditions for acquiring
vocational qualifications and their upgrading” (Dimitrova, 2007, p. 29). However, the higher
education programs in Bulgaria have been primarily theoretically based, not related to job
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performance, and aimed at traditional students (Slantcheva-Durst & Ivanov, 2010). Vocational
education offers only a limited number of practical programs. Further, although the status of the
existing semi-higher education institutes changed to colleges within the Bulgarian higher
educational system, they did not update their programs with the new realities of the labor market,
nor did they consider the possibility of attracting nontraditional students (Slantcheva-Durst &
Ivanov, 2010).

Bulgaria’s Demographic Collapse

According to a recent World Bank (WB) report, Bulgaria’s “profound socio-economic
transformation” was due to “extraordinary demographic change” (WB, 2013, p. xi). The fast
decline of the Bulgarian population in the last two decades was explained by low birth rates, high
mortality rates, and significant emigration. Emigration alone was identified as a factor
contributing to a ten percent decline of the population participating in the labor force since 1990
(WB, 2013). Between 1988 and 1989, Bulgaria had its highest population, about 9 million
people in its whole history (MLSP, 2008a). After the fundamental changes in 1990, the
Bulgarian population started to shrink. As of December 31, 2012, the Bulgarian population was
7,282,041 people, which was only 1.5% of the EU population. According to estimations by the
National Statistical Institute (NSI) of the Republic of Bulgaria, the population will be 6,519,217
people by/towards 2030, while Eurostat estimated this number to be 6,611,320 people (MLSP,
2008a). It is evaluated that between the census taken in 2001 and 2011, 175,244 people left the
country. Bulgaria takes first place among the other countries in the European Union in having a
negative birth rate (MLSP, 2008a).
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Emigration is a serious problem involving young people and those who are educated and
leaving the country (MLSP, 2008b). Mintchev (1999) stated that the demographic situation
depends on the socio-economic development of a country. In regard to its demographic trends,
Bulgaria is in the most disadvantaged position in Europe. The working population is decreasing
while the population in retirement is increasing. Bulgaria has the lowest birth rate in Europe. In
addition, the death rate is increasing. As Mintchev (1999) stated, “Bulgaria is a country of both
an aging and an emigrating population” (p. 127).

Bulgarian Migration to the West and Brain Drain

About 8,000 political emigrants from Bulgaria left the country after 1944 and in the
1950s and were accepted as refugees in Western countries, including the U.S. (Mintchev, 1999).
Later, at the end of the 1980s, as a result of the fall of the totalitarian regimes in Eastern Europe,
people from these countries increased their travel abroad (Mintchev, 1999).
At the beginning of the 1990s, the majority of Bulgarian emigrants were young and had
higher levels of education (Mintchev, 1999). The countries from the former totalitarian regimes
faced the problem of brain drain. Scientists and highly qualified professionals were leaving for
Western Europe and the U.S. From the end of the 1980s till the mid-1990s, the share of
Bulgarian scholars emigrating to the West was relatively high. It was “11.5% of those employed
in science, scientific services and higher education” (Mintchev, 1999, p. 128). The U.S. was a
preferred destination, to which one third of the scholars and experts emigrated, followed by
Germany and Canada (Mintchev, 1999).
The trend of Bulgarian people to emigrate comes from the unfavorable economic
conditions in the country and from the wide gap between the living conditions in Bulgaria and

17
the advanced economies as well as from the inability to travel due to state restrictions during the
totalitarian regime (Mintchev, 1999). The two main factors increasing the likelihood for
Bulgarian people to emigrate are the downturn of the economy during the transition period
(including the gap in wages between Bulgaria and the EU countries, higher unemployment, and
lack of a qualified and educated labor force) and the decade-long conflict in former Yugoslavia
(Mintchev, 1999). As Mintchev (1999) stated:
According to one of the few estimates of the effect of emigration on the economy, in
1986-1992 the amount of human resource that the country exported amounted to 19.6
million years of life (41 years of age was the average of those who left the country), as
well as 11.4 million years of labo[u]r. (Minkov, 1994, as cited in Mintchev, 1999, p. 134)
To conclude, after the fall of the Communist regime in 1989, scientists from Bulgaria
started leaving the country in increasing numbers (Chompalov, 2006). The main reasons for
emigration were that reforms were taking place slowly and that wages were low. Factors playing
a role in the decision to emigrate included English language competency, quality of life, and
perceptions about the state of Bulgarian science, including decreased funding and staff in
research institutions. The preferred place for working abroad was the U.S. (Chompalov, 2006).
The following section includes Bulgarian immigration to the U.S., Bulgarian immigrant
experiences, and contributions of Bulgarians to various professional fields.

From Bulgaria to the U.S.

Bulgarian Immigration and Immigrants to the U. S.

Roucek (1945) created an overview of the history of Bulgarian immigration by the end of
World War II, the cultural differentiation and assimilation (looking at occupations, literacy,
religion and education, the press, and organizations) of this population, and its contributions to
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American life. The author stated that Bulgarians started to immigrate to the United States in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Some Bulgarians, who were educated in the American
educational institutions in Philippolis and in Constantinople at the time, were encouraged around
1875 to go to America to study, usually as Protestant students. However, a major part of those
students returned to Bulgaria after the liberation of the country from Turkish slavery (Roucek,
1945).
Roucek (1945) pointed out that the Bulgarian immigrants came from two Bulgarian
regions. About ten percent of the Bulgarians went to America from the principality, which later
became the Bulgarian kingdom, while ninety percent went from the unredeemed province of
Macedonia. With the failure of the Macedonian revolution of 1903, only a few refugees managed
to reach the United States; the majority of refugees escaped to Bulgaria and Serbia (Roucek,
1945). With the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913, a new wave of immigrants went to the U.S.
(Roucek, 1945). Thousands of Macedonian immigrants returned home to join the Macedonian
Legion of the Bulgarian Army, but Macedonia was not liberated from Greek and Serbian rule,
and many of the immigrants went back to America. World War I also induced some immigration
from the Balkan region. There were only a few Bulgarian colonies in America in 1918. Most of
the Bulgarian immigrants settled in central and eastern states and in Ontario, Canada (Roucek,
1945).
Roucek (1945) stated that according to the Immigration and Naturalization Service, in
1910 there were “18,341 who gave Bulgarian as their mother tongue, 12,835 in 1920, and 66,009
in 1940” (p. 170). However, Roucek (1945) pointed out that these numbers were too low
considering that many people came illegally while others were registered with Serbian, Greek,
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Turkish, or Romanian passports. In addition, immigrants who were Greek (East) Orthodox were
assumed to belong to the Greek group (Roucek, 1945).
Davie (1942) drew attention to the fact that immigrants of Slavic origin, including their
children, comprised “the largest bloc of foreign stock in the United States” (p. 122). Bulgarian
immigrants were part of the recent immigrant group from Southern and Eastern Europe where
there was “every class, stratum, and substratum of the Slav” represented (Mohl & Betten, 1974,
p. 364), which was increasing (Abbott, 1909). Kalijarvi’s (1944) studied European minorities in
the United States from Central and Eastern Europe. The author viewed this minority population
as “a potential source of great economic, moral, and political strength” (p. 154). Further, workers
of Slavic origins were taking about half of the jobs in the heavy industries in America (Davie,
1942). Roucek (1945) identified four occupational groups for the Bulgarians. A small group was
represented by farmers, but eighty percent of the Bulgarians were laborers and unskilled workers
who lived in urban areas in 1940. The third group consisted of Macedonians who owned small
businesses, such as small and general stores. Regarding the fourth group, Roucek (1945) pointed
that although the majority of the Bulgarians were manual workers, “in proportion to their total
numbers they have an unusually large number [of] physicians, journalists, engineers, and bank
clerks” (Roucek, 1945, p. 171). Abbott (1909) described the Bulgarian immigrants as “intelligent
and capable workmen” who needed first to be apprenticed as unskilled workers until they learned
English and American culture (p. 660). The author acknowledged the Bulgarian immigrants as
“splendid matter for skilled workmen,-strong, quiet, sober, intelligent and eager to work”
(Abbott, 1909, p. 660).
The Bulgarian immigrants revealed higher literacy rates than other immigrant groups
(Roucek, 1945). This was explained as being due to “the facility with which the Bulgar, like the
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Russian, can learn the alphabet of the English language, the efforts of the Bulgar churches and
preachers, and by the agitation of radical organizations which used to give out printed literature
in their meetings” (Roucek, 1945, p. 171). Further, Abbott (1909) found that although the
majority of the Bulgarians were farmers, a lot of money was spent for public schools in Bulgaria,
education was mandatory, and the two big aspirations in the life of the peasant were “the
acquisition of more land and the education of his children” (p. 655). The 100 Bulgarian
immigrants Abbott studied were a true representation of the Bulgarian thirst for education. She
pointed that from the whole group only one did not know how to read and write in his mother
tongue and several knew not only Bulgarian but also Turkish, Italian, and French (Abbott, 1909).
Cassens (1991) studied the Bulgarian colony in southwestern Illinois at the beginning of
the twentieth century. The author acknowledged Granite City in Madison and Venice in
southwestern Illinois as “the capital of Bulgarian immigration in North America” (Prpic, 1978,
as cited in Cassens, 1991, p. 15). Further, the Bulgarian Americans at the end of the First World
War could be found in the major cities of “Michigan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, New York,
and Illinois,” including Chicago (Roucek, 1945, p. 170).
Various authors described the challenges that Slavic and Bulgarian immigrants
experienced. Some of those included high travel cost (Abbott, 1909; Slany, 1993), employers
taking advantage of immigrants (Abbott, 1908, 1909), poor living conditions and high cost
(Abbott, 1909; Hunt, 1910), low wages (Abbott, 1908, 1909; Hunt, 1910) as well as adaptation
to the new environment (Mohl & Betten, 1974). However, the immigrant literature also identifies
how the immigrants tried to overcome these problems through the help of organizations
(Cassens, 1991; Mohl & Betten, 1974; Roucek, 1945) and their press (Cassens, 1991; Roucek,
1945) while at the same time preserving their culture (Mohl & Betten, 1974; Roucek, 1945).

21
In regard to their challenges, the Bulgarian immigrants from Abbott’s (1909) study
shared that they were not aware of the big expenses in the U.S. and the vastness of the country,
so they did not have a true idea of the cost of living, wages, and times of employment. To assure
the money for travel, the majority of the Bulgarians mortgaged their or their fathers’ land
property at a very high loan percentage. And despite the efforts of their leaders, the Bulgarian
immigrants experienced the hardship of being in a foreign land, employed seasonally (if at all),
and being away from their families (Abbott, 1909).
In her work “The Chicago Employment Agency and the Immigrant Worker,” Abbott
(1908) referred to Bulgarian immigrants as an example of how immigrants were subject to unfair
treatment on the part of the employers and were not always successful in finding work. The
author identified gaps in the Illinois law concerning paying fees and recruiting of immigrants. In
a former study on the housing of non-family groups of men in Chicago, Hunt (1910) provided
rich information about the neighborhood location, living situations, and employment wages of
Bulgarian immigrant men. Bulgarian immigrant men were able to organize their hard living
situation in such a way that they were able to save money and return to their home country.
Mohl and Betten (1974) explored the role of the International Institute of Gary in Indiana
in helping immigrant groups preserve their cultural heritage and positive view of themselves
during the first half of twentieth century. The authors described how immigrants at Gary’s mill
factories had a hard time adjusting to the work and social environment. Gary’s International
Institute helped alleviate and resolve some of the problems immigrants experienced. However,
immigrants created their own institutions as well. Roucek (1945) noted that in cities like
Pittsburgh, Detroit, New York City, and Chicago a couple of Bulgarian mutual benefit societies
could be found. However, Bulgarian immigrants had twenty-nine societies for social purposes.
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Bulgarians from the same place established their own organizations that carried the geographic
name of where they came from. Those organizations sometimes gathered together to celebrate
national holidays and social evenings where they could “revive their national dances, sing their
native songs, eat their native dishes (such as paprikash, geuvetvch, or piperki – potroast with
vegetables) and renew their boyhood acquaintances” (Roucek, 1945, p. 174).
The American-born young people tended to lose their cultural heritage (Roucek, 1945).
However, to keep their cultural background, the Bulgarian Americans established evening
schools in Pennsylvania, Illinois, Ohio, and New York. There was also one Bulgarian church
school in Steelton, Pennsylvania (Roucek, 1945).
Cassens (1991) explored the social life of Bulgarian immigrants related to the activities
organized by a Bulgarian Orthodox church. In an earlier work, Roucek (1945) acknowledged
that the majority of the Bulgarians were Eastern Orthodox. As Roucek (1945) stated, “The
Bulgar is a strong follower of his faith, which he identifies with his nationalism” (p. 171). The
Bulgarians built a couple of Eastern Orthodox churches; the first one that they organized was the
Church of St. Cyrillus and Methodius in 1909 in Granite City, Illinois. Later, other churches
were built in Illinois, Michigan, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. Also, Bulgarian congregations
organized in Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, Indiana, and other places (Roucek, 1945).
Bulgarian newspapers also had a role in preserving Bulgarian culture and tradition
(Cassens, 1991). The first Bulgarian newspaper was Borba (Fighting, Struggle), which started in
1902 but discontinued a year later (Roucek, 1945). Out of the 28 newspapers since 1927, there
were four Bulgarian newspapers that managed to sustain. Those were Narodna Volya (People’s
Will), Rabotnicheska Prosveta (Labor Education), and Naroden Glass (National Herald), and
Macedonian Tribune. The newspapers were published in Chicago (Borba), Detroit (Narodna
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Volya), Madison, Illinois (Labor Education), and Granite City, Illinois (Naroden Glas), and
Indianapolis, Indiana (Macedonian Tribune) (Roucek, 1945).
Slany (1993) acknowledged immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe had their share
of international migrations. Those immigrants went on in high numbers not only to different
Western European countries but also to overseas countries, such as the United States. The author
stressed that overseas migrations were characterized to “take place over great distances, [were]
connected with very high travel costs [and] bigger risks of travel than in the case of continental
migration. Those migrations were of great significance for the country’s outflow because they
were usually permanent or long-term migrations” (Slany, 1993, p. 383).
Fassmann and Munz (1994) found that ethnic relocation, the search for refuge and
asylum, and the need for work were the main reasons for migration from Eastern Europe to the
West. After the fall of the Iron Curtain, migration from Eastern Europe to the U.S. increased.
Recent literature about Bulgarian immigrants in the U.S. is almost non-existent. More
studies on this population can be found about their immigrant journeys to Western Europe. For
example, Blanchflower and Shadforth (2009) investigated how the United Kingdom economy
was affected by the increasing amount of East European workers. Robila (2008) acknowledged
that countries in Eastern Europe went through many transformative changes related to political,
social, and economic life that affected people and their families. East-European immigrants who
come to the U.S. nowadays have different traits compared to immigrants from the past. While
immigrants from the first waves were mainly agricultural and industrial workers, current
immigrants are educated and qualified professionals. Robila found that East-European
immigrants were relatively more educated than other immigrants groups and that the income
levels differed among immigrants from Eastern Europe, from very high for some groups to
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extremely low for others. Public awareness about the struggles of the latter group needed to be
raised (Robila, 2008).

Bulgarian Immigrant Experiences

Recent research on Bulgarian immigrants in the United States explored different
immigrant experiences related to adaptation, self-esteem and life satisfaction (Toshkov, 2004),
race and immigrant identities (Todorova, 2006), and gender and culture (Knowles, 2002). The
subjects of those studies, Bulgarian immigrants, were from different Bulgarian immigrant
communities in different places in the United States: Twin Cities, Minnesota; Los Angeles,
California; and south Florida.
Toshkov (2004) investigated adaptation of the Bulgarian immigrants in the United States.
She explored the levels of self-esteem and the life satisfaction of Bulgarian immigrants who
recently came to the United States. Her participants were 40 Bulgarian immigrants living in Los
Angeles, California. The author found that Bulgarian immigrants reported high self-esteem and
were content with the way they were living in the new land. The participants did not report high
stress from acculturation. As a way to adjust to the new society, Bulgarian immigrants adopted
cultural integration, but at the same time, they also maintained their own culture. Toshkov (2004)
pointed out that Bulgarian immigrants in the United States tended to live in close-knit
communities where the Bulgarian customs, norms, and language were kept different from the
ones found in the dominant culture of the United States (Toshkov, 2004).
Todorova (2006) examined the roots of contemporary immigrant identities in relation to
race in the United States. Her study focused on the Bulgarian immigrant community in the Twin
Cities, Minnesota. Her participants were Bulgarian immigrants who came to the United States
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between the 1990s and early 2000s. She argued that how contemporary immigrants perceived
their race could be found in today’s globalized world. American ideas and practices about race
have traveled (through American movies) and reached destinations such as Bulgaria in
southeastern Europe in the twentieth century. On the one hand, Bulgarian immigrants perceived
themselves as White; on the other hand, Euro-Americans have often seen Bulgarian immigrants
as having characteristics of “racial non-whiteness.” Todorova (2006) contended that, as a
consequence, race and the perceptions of race defined how Bulgarian immigrants experience and
were experienced in the United States.
Knowles (2002) produced the first comprehensive research on the Bulgarian ethnic group
in the United States. She explored how immigration influenced the cultural prescriptions for
daily life that immigrants brought with them in the United States. The author also investigated
how gender influenced those cultural prescriptions. Knowles (2002) focused on Bulgarian
immigrants in Dade and Broward counties in south Florida. She found that historically the
female gender has been associated with Bulgarian permanent settlement and cultural
preservation. During the first stage of Bulgarian immigration in the United States, Bulgarian
women did not come to the U.S. Also, during that period, immigrants did not have access to the
mainstream society as they lived in boarding houses and worked hard to save money and go back
to their motherland. During the second stage of the Bulgarian immigration, Bulgarian immigrants
settled permanently in the U.S. and longed to establish their own ethnic community. During the
third stage of Bulgarian immigration when the majority of immigrants were refugees, an ethnic
community did not emerge. In contemporary migration, gender was found to strongly influence
the motives for immigration, the structure of migration (living conditions), and culture.
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Through this study, I contribute to the academic scholarship by exploring Bulgarian
immigrants in the Greater Chicago Area where the biggest Bulgarian immigrant population in
the United States is concentrated. I investigated Bulgarian immigrants’ lived experiences in
relation to their work. I present the voices of Bulgarian immigrants who are an ethnic minority in
the U.S. and, thus, draw the attention to a different perspective that is underrepresented.

Contributions of Bulgarians

Bulgarian contributions to American life in various professional fields such as science,
academia, arts, and sports can be witnessed not only historically but also today if one decides to
pursue systematic inquiry in this regard. Roucek (1945) stated that among the Bulgarians who
were considered as late arrivals in America there were a large number of professionals. They
were professors teaching in American colleges and universities in the fields of philosophy,
history, physics, engineering, and chemistry. Among them was Alexander Georgiev, a prominent
writer, architect, and inventor of the condenser used in radios and electronic motors, and Assen
Jordanoff, who was an aeronautical engineer and a former Bulgarian “war ace,” the “world’s
foremost aviation authority,” and “the undisputed ace of aviation writer,” who wrote about
aviation and was a consultant for several manufacturers of aircraft and airlines and to the Air
Forces in the U.S., Canada, Britain, Australia, and Russia (Roucek, 1945, pp. 177-178).
Today, the Bulgarian newspapers continue to highlight Bulgarians’ contributions to
American society. For example, a recent issue of Bulgaria Sega, a newspaper for the Bulgarians
in the U.S. and Canada, had an article about the life of Alexander Todorov, a professor of
psychology at Princeton University, who created the theory of first impressions (Bulgaria Sega,
2014, p. 24). Another recent article in the BG Voice noted the contributions of Iva Itchevska, a

27
lighting artist at Walt Disney Animation Studios. Itchevska was part of the team behind the
animation for Frozen, which won an Oscar. This Oscar was the first for feature-length metric
movie from the Disney Studio (BG Voice, 2014, p. 38). Itchevska has been connected with the
movies Atlantis, Meet the Robinsons, Tangled, Wreck It Ralph, Chicken Little, and Beauty and
the Beast, which were all hits and the great achievements in the history of animation cinema. She
also participated in the work for an animated short film, Paperman, which received an Oscar in
2012 (BG Voice, 2014, p. 38).
Media in Bulgaria also reports Bulgarians’ achievements abroad. For instance, the Bulgarian
source Sofia News Agency (novinite.com) brought its audience the achievement of the Bulgarian
visual effects artist Lyubomir Hristov, who won an Oscar for being part of the team working on
Life of Pi. He also worked on Ben Affleck's Argo, which won the Best Picture award and was
behind the visual effects of movies such as Avatar, The Matrix, and Pirates of the Caribbean
(Sofia News Agency, February 25, 2013). The special effects Oscar was received by George
Borshukov for the movie The Matrix Reloaded (Sofia News Agency, April 26, 2004). These are
just a few of the recent achievements of Bulgarians in the U.S.

CHAPTER 3
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This literature review includes nine parts. The first part is an overview of U.S.
immigration, including types of immigrants, who the immigrants are, and motivations for
immigration. The second part discusses U.S. immigration policies, political debates and societal
attitudes, and influences and challenges for immigrants. The third part explores issues of
immigrant students in U.S. higher education. The fourth part discusses the meaning of adult
education and sheds light on theories of adult learning: learning at work, informal learning, and
communities of practice to provide background information about adult learners, such as
immigrants and their learning. The fifth part presents an economic perspective for understanding
migration. The sixth part considers immigration, immigrants, and the U.S. labor market, focusing
on immigrant experiences with work and work-related adjustments and transitions. The seventh
part discusses immigrant careers, bringing light to the issues of boundaryless and protean
careers, career success, barriers to and enablers of immigrant careers, and immigrant human
capital. The eighth part explores American life with respect to work and family and immigrants’
challenges with these life domains. The ninth part considers acculturation, including ethnic
identity and culture shock.

29
Immigration

Types of Immigrants

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, “foreign born” is defined as
anyone who is not a U.S. citizen at birth. This includes naturalized U.S. citizens, lawful
permanent residents (immigrants), temporary migrants (such as foreign students),
humanitarian migrants (such as refugees and asylees), and persons illegally present in the
United States. (US Census, 2013)
The three main types of people who come to the United States include legal permanent
residents, temporary workers, and illegal immigrants (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010). The group of
permanent legal residents includes immediate relatives of U.S. citizens, employment-based
immigrants, diversity immigrants who came because they won a lottery open to certain
underrepresented countries (African and European), and refugees and asylees. Immigrants who
came as relatives of a person in the U.S. are the majority of today’s immigrants (Smith &
Edmonston, 1997). Temporary workers include seasonal workers with low skills and skilled
workers who are highly educated workers and professionals (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010). In the
category of employment preference, most immigrants come as skilled workers, in contrast to the
relatively small number of unskilled workers (Smith & Edmonston, 1997).

Who the Immigrants Are

Today’s immigrants are a very diverse group, coming from all over the world (Portes &
Rumbaut, 1996; Segal et al., 2010). They have different origins, social statuses, and various ways
to adapt and integrate into the host society. A view of a uniform assimilation does not hold true.
Portes and Rumbaut (1996) stated that there are “first-generation millionaires who speak broken
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English, foreign-born mayors of large cities, and top-flight immigrant engineers and scientists in
the nation’s research centers; there are also those, at the other extreme, who cannot even take the
first step toward assimilation because of the insecurity linked to an uncertain legal status” (pp. 78). Segal et al. (2010) also note that there are immigrant stories of success as well as those of
struggle. Immigrant groups have very different characteristics regarding their earnings,
education, self-employment, marriage, naturalization, and ability to speak English (Koven &
Götzke, 2010). Koven and Götzke (2010) compared Latino, Asian, and European immigrants;
they also compared those three groups to native-born Americans. The authors found that
European and Asian immigrants worked longer numbers of hours than immigrants from Latin
America. Hu and Sumption (2011) noted that immigrants who came from the European Union
(EU) to the U.S. were fewer in number and more skilled than most other immigrant groups. The
majority of the EU immigrant population were in highly skilled, executive, and managerial
occupations. European immigrants were also one of the top three groups to be highly selfemployed (Koven & Götzke, 2010). Immigrants from Asia and Europe also exhibited higher
marriage rates than those of the native-born Americans. Asian and European immigrants were
more likely to go through the process of naturalization to acquire U.S. citizenship (Koven &
Götzke, 2010). Future research needs to explore how and why different immigrant groups have
their own characteristics and preferences (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996).

Motivation for Immigration

Portes and Rumbaut (1996) addressed the question of why immigrants come to the
United States. As Portes and Rumbaut (1996) pointed out, immigrants did not see opportunities
to achieve what they hoped for and expected in life in their home countries. The degree of this
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feeling of inability to meet immigrant wants was different. However, the mismatch between
hopes and perceived realities was the main motive for those who were determined to succeed and
overcome challenges to take the path to immigration (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). Koven and
Götzke (2010) argued that certain groups of immigrants would continue to migrate. For example,
migration from Latin America was likely to continue given the poverty, unemployment, and
bleak opportunities that characterize much of the region. Migration from Asia was also likely to
continue given the high education levels of these immigrants and opportunities for high-skilled
workers in the United States.
It is estimated that at least one-third of all new immigrants in the U.S. violate their visa
conditions or enter the country without authorization (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010). The main
reason for illegal immigration is finding work in the U.S. (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010).

Bulgarian Motivation for Immigration

In regard to Bulgarian decisions for migration, in the past Roucek (1945) acknowledged
that at the beginning of the twentieth century the Bulgarian immigrants came to work on the
railroad construction. Their goal was to earn some money and then return home to Bulgaria to be
with their families (Roucek, 1945). This was also previously found in Abbott’s 1909 study.
Looking at the reasons behind immigration, whether those included religious, political, or
economic oppression, Abbott (1909) concluded that the Bulgarian immigrants came to the U.S.
not due to oppression of any kind but because the steamship companies presented the U.S. as a
prosperous country with promises for work. This “induced the conservative Bulgarian peasant to
leave home” (Abbott, 1909, p. 657).
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Mintchev and Boshnakov’s 2007 study examined the Bulgarian migration model.
Regarding temporary-permanent migration, more Bulgarians felt that they would consider going
abroad to work temporarily than going somewhere to settle permanently. It was typical that
Bulgarians preferred to work abroad for more than a year rather than for less than a year. The
main propelling factors for Bulgarians to go abroad were mostly economic in nature (Mintchev
& Boshnakov, 2007). Bulgarians were motivated by higher wages, a better standard of life, and
family support. Other motivating factors included professional realization, career development,
and having better education (Mintchev & Boshnakov, 2007).

U.S. Immigration Policy

U.S. immigration policy considers five main criteria: “social, economic, diversity,
humanitarian, and national security” (Smith & Edmonston, 1997, p. 37). The ongoing debate
focuses mainly on the economic side of immigration. However, immigration policy is defined by
a range of goals. Family reunification is a social goal that is supported politically. The economic
goal for immigration is to allow skilled workers to enter the U.S. labor market. This immigration
policy responds to labor shortages in which employers stated they needed more migrant workers
(Ruhs & Anderson, 2010). The U.S. government considers labor shortage complaints by
evaluating the concerned sectors, such as agriculture, and considering budgetary difficulties and
costs; at this point the government decides what policy action to take. The diversity goal is
represented by the 1990 Immigration Act for accepting more diverse immigrants and promoting
pluralism (Smith & Edmonston, 1997). The humanitarian goal is fulfilled by accepting refugees
and asylees. Based on the 1980 Refugee Act, refugees obtain financial, medical, and social
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support as policy acknowledged that they arrived in the U.S. with no money and no way to
support themselves (Smith & Edmonston, 1997).
Orrenius and Zavodny (2010) argued that today’s U.S. immigration policy has strengths,
including an openness for people to come and work, opportunities for high-skilled and lowskilled migrants, a provision with certain advantages for both the employers and immigrants, and
birthright citizenship. However, the main shortcomings of the current immigration policy are the
preference for family ties, the inability to accommodate the need for skilled migration, the quota
system and consequent queues, and the increase in illegal immigration.

Debates and Attitudes

Immigration has been raising questions for debate throughout American history. The
immigration laws in the 19th century imposed many restrictions on people who wanted to come
to America, especially for Chinese, Japanese, and Southern and Eastern European immigrants
due to the economic downturn and high rates of unemployment (Smith & Edmonston, 1997). At
the beginning of the 20th century, the national-origin quota system greatly inhibited immigration
from Asia and Eastern Europe. Further, immigration slowed down during the Great Depression
and World War II when the fear that immigrants would take American jobs was strong (Smith &
Edmonston, 1997).
Present-day American society often believes that current immigrants are extremely poor
and lack education (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). This is due to the majority of the immigrants
coming from poor countries. Many believe that coming to the U.S. was the only option for the
immigrants to escape from hunger, persecution, and lack of jobs in their home countries (Portes
& Rumbaut, 1996). In reality, however, some immigrants are taking many professional and
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managerial positions, and their share of employment is more compared to those positions taken
by U.S. workers (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996), which is especially true for European immigrants
(Hu & Sumption, 2011).
Mayda (2006) investigated what determines individual attitudes toward immigrants. Her
findings confirmed the theory that people in the host country will favor migration when they are
more skilled than the immigrants, while domestic workers will oppose migration when they are
less skilled than the immigrants (Mayda, 2006).
There are differences related to ethnicity and culture among immigrants in U.S. society
(Segal et al., 2010). The “fit” of both legal and illegal immigrants to native norms is a major
concern of anti-immigrant activists (Koven & Götzke, 2010). These concerns relate to both
economics and culture. It is expected that since the majority of recent immigrants have
ethnicities other than European and since some of them are undocumented immigrants, they
would assimilate with more difficulty (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). New immigrants need to adapt
to their new life, but also the environment has to be sensitive to the immigrants’ needs (Segal et
al., 2010). The widely held belief that illegal immigrants come to depend on welfare does not
hold true (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010). These people, most of whom come from Mexico, Central
America, and Asia, are excluded from federal or state welfare programs. Unauthorized migrants
can be considered only for emergency medical care (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2010).
Although the literature on attitudes toward immigrants and immigration is growing fast,
Ceobanu and Escandell (2010) argued there are challenges with methodology and theory that
need to be addressed. They recommended future studies pay more attention to defining concepts
and to broadening the analysis when studying public attitudes.
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Influences and Challenges for Immigrants

Immigration has economic and social influence (Segal et al., 2010). Immigrants who
come to the U.S. possess psychological, intellectual, and physical abilities; in other words, this is
their human capital (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Segal et al., 2010). Immigrants bring resources to
the new land that could be of use. Many immigrants come on a student visa and later decide to
stay and obtain immigration status (Batalova, Fix, & Creticos, 2008). For the U.S. this is a brain
gain, while for the country of origin it becomes a brain drain. The Migration Policy Institute
reported that one in every five immigrants with a college degree is not utilizing his or her
diploma but instead is working in a low-skilled position, such as taxi driver, dishwasher, or
security guard, which is a brain waste (Batalova, Fix, & Creticos, 2008). The reasons for this
alarming situation could be non-transferability of credentials, insufficient English language skills
for the workforce, or a lack of open positions for their qualifications. In such cases, both the
individual and the receiving country lose because of the lack of immigrant realization of one’s
full potential and meaningful contributions to society. To deal with this situation, integration
policies need to consider seriously the credential process and training programs in English
language proficiency and culture. Apart from the economic influence of immigration, there is
also a social influence (Segal et al., 2010). Immigrants bring their own cultures, languages,
values, behaviors, arts, etc., to American society. Native and foreign-born Americans are
exposed to realities different from their own meanings, behaviors, and relationships. The
differences between native and foreign-born Americans may demand an evaluation of some
traditional American norms (Segal et al., 2010).
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Immigrant Students in U.S. Higher Education

Immigrants’ Access to Higher Education: Challenges and Transitions

Today’s global economy requires people to have higher skills and training (Kim & Diaz,
2013a). Thus, it is important that individuals have access to higher education. As the number of
immigrants in the U.S. increases, educating them in U.S. institutions becomes a priority.
However, immigrants face barriers that limit/hinder access to higher education (Kim & Diaz,
2013b). These include “race and ethnicity, cultural values, language and literacy level,
socioeconomic status, country of origin, and length of residence in the United States” (Kim &
Diaz, 2013a, p. 47).
Kanno and Grosik (2012) pointed out that there was not enough research on the
experiences of English learners (ELs) who wanted to make a transition from the high school
level to the college level. The authors identified some challenges that prevented immigrant ELs’
access to higher education. Those included linguistic issues, such as not knowing how to write
essays at the college level, low verbal scores on the exam for college admission, and not meeting
the requirements for reading and writing at college. Other challenges for the ELs are related to
insufficient financial resources to enroll in the desired academic institution and lack of support
from their teachers and counselors in high school. Kanno and Grosik (2012) also noted that the
approach to English as a second language (ESL) education and the college climate also
influences the experiences of ELs. Treating ELs as a group with deficiencies contributes to
students’ negative experiences, whereas having ESL requirements incorporated into a writing
program that is part of the first-year curriculum as well as having a diverse college environment
influences ELs experiences much more positively (Kanno & Grosik, 2012).
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One of the challenges immigrants experience is with their English language acquisition.
Policy makers assume that immigrants have to know the language of their host country to be able
to integrate into the society (McHugh, Gelatt, & Fix, 2007). ESL programs aim to help
immigrants with their integration by providing opportunities for immigrants to gain knowledge
about the culture of their receiving country and improve their language skills (Louw, Derwing, &
Abbott, 2010).
Derwing and Munro (2013) compared the development of speaking skills between
Mandarin and Slavic-language speakers in Canada. By comparing the two groups, the authors
found that the Slavic-language speakers improved their comprehensibility and fluency of the
English language by looking for more opportunities to communicate in English. Derwing and
Munro (2013) suggested that the willingness to communicate (WTC) framework (MacIntyre,
2007; MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, & Noels, 1998, as cited in Derwing & Munro, 2013, p. 167)
could explain the differences with respect to motivation, culture and interaction in the
improvement of oral English language skills between the two groups of learners.
More longitudinal studies on immigrants’ progression with their English language skills
are needed. These can inform policy makers about how to distribute resources for language
training of immigrants. Integration into the host society is challenging for immigrants, and
language programs can help them acquire the needed language skills and, thereby, their
integration (Derwing & Munro, 2013). Swaminathan and Alfred (2001) believed that institutions
of adult and higher education can help immigrants in their transition into the different cultural
contexts in the receiving country. Further, postsecondary educational institutions can help
immigrants obtain an education that can increase their income and economic integration into
U.S. society (Teranishi, Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-Orozco, 2011).
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Teranishi et al. (2011) argued that community colleges can address the educational needs
of immigrants. These institutions are less expensive compared to four-year institutions, admit
applicants openly, and can accommodate nontraditional students who have work and family
responsibilities. On the other hand, immigrants are looking to enroll in a higher education
program, increase their English language skills, and find a job (Teranishi et al, 2011).
Kanno and Grosik (2012) argued that more English learners needed to enroll in four-year
educational institutions to increase their chances of better paid work. On the other hand, the
authors had the view that more people need to graduate from college for the U.S. to continue to
be competitive with other developed countries. The ELs who wanted to pursue college degrees
needed special attention because this group of students was the fastest growing in the system of
K-12 (Kanno & Grosik, 2012; Wolf, Herman, & Dietel, 2010).

From International Students to Immigrants

Hazen and Alberts (2006) pointed out that many international students decide to stay
permanently in the U.S. after graduating with their degrees. Various factors play a role in these
decisions (Hazen & Alberts, 2006; Szelényi, 2006). Students’ motivation and aspirations
influence their evaluation of the possibility to migrate (Szelényi, 2006). In their migratory
decision making, they consider their desire for achievement, talents, professional ties, and
perceived opportunities in the country they look to potentially settle in. While economic and
professional considerations may influence the decision of international students to stay, personal
and societal factors act in favor of returning to their home countries (Hazen & Alberts, 2006).
For example, Hazen and Alberts (2006) found that the Europeans in their sample of participants
perceived better job or career opportunities as a main U.S. advantage. However, the Europeans
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pointed out friends or family and better quality of life as the top two advantages of their home
countries. Further, the decision to come and study in the U.S. is different from the decision of
potential staying in the U.S. after completion of one’s study. While considerations about one’s
professional advancement and education influence the decision to study in the U.S., individual
reasons mostly influence the decision to return to the home country (Hazen & Alberts, 2006).
For some international students, changes in their decisions about career and family will lead
them to immigrate permanently in the future (Hazen & Alberts, 2006).

Adult Learners and Learning

The Bulgarian immigrants who participated in my study are adult learners. To understand
their learning experiences, I review the meaning of adult education and the adult learning
experience (Lindeman, 1961), the concept of learning at work, the concept of informal learning
(Hager & Halliday, 2006), and the notion that people learn when participating in communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998).

Meaning of Adult Education “For Those Who Need to Be Learners”

Lindeman (1961) discusses the meaning of adult education. He identifies a new type of
education, the purpose of which is not just to prepare individuals for their future living, but to
assume that education is life. Lindeman explores four aspects of adult education.
First, people learn throughout their lives, or as Lindeman (1961) states, “The whole of
life is learning” (p. 5). Thus, we cannot establish an end for education. Adult education, this new
venture, is defined by adulthood and maturity.
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The second aspect includes the understanding of adult education as a process that
corresponds and coincides with life. This process is concerned with “non-vocational ideals”
(Lindeman, 1961, p. 6). Lindeman explains that adult education starts at the moment when
vocational education ends and it aims “to put meaning into the whole of life” (p. 6). In today’s
reality, people need to be specialized to be able to do their jobs. However, some workers
appreciate continuing education that enriches their work experiences, while others do not see its
value.
Third, adult education begins in the situations adults experience (Lindeman, 1961). In
traditional education, students need to follow a curriculum provided by the teacher. In adult
education, however, the curriculum considers the needs and interests of the student. People go to
work, have family commitments, are involved in their communities, and take part in recreation
and other activities. In other words, adults take part in many situations in which they need to
adjust. Adult education starts at the moment there is a situation requiring adjustment by the
individual. As Lindeman states, “The situation approach to education means that the learning
process is at the outset given a setting of reality. Intelligence performs its function in relation to
actualities, not abstractions” (p. 6).
Fourth, the experience of the learner is most appreciated in adult education. Education
and life are related. Lindeman argues that “if education is life, then life is also education” (p. 6).
As people learn to be intelligent when dealing with their situations, life turns to be “rational,
meaningful” (p. 6). Experience is defined as “the adult learner's living textbook” (p. 7).
Lindeman poses the question of where a person looks for the meaning of life. He stresses
that one should not assume people are the same or that human nature is “uniform, common and
static” (p. 8). If this were the case, then all individuals would have “identical goals, ends or
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aims” (p. 8). This would lead to a “standardizing process” and a “forcing-method of teaching” (p.
8). The opposite view considers that if human nature is varied, changing and fluid, then each
person will find his/her own meaning of life, which will bring “a new respect for personality” (p.
8).
Lindeman also asks in what areas do most people tend to find the meaning of life.
Meaning has to be found in what people strive for, the goals they want to pursue, their wants,
needs, desires and wishes. But people, due to their strong desires, are already devoted to
accomplishing great things or to “the higher level of human achievement” (p. 8). From an adult
education perspective, individuals appear to need, among other things, “intelligence, power, selfexpression, freedom, creativity, appreciation, enjoyment, fellowship” (p. 8). As Lindeman
explains, this is “the Greek ideal” and those people are “searchers after the good life” (p. 8).
They are looking to leave a trace after themselves. As Lindeman (1961) states:
They want to count for something; they want their experiences to be vivid and
meaningful, they want their talents to be utilized, they want to know beauty and joy;
and they want all of these realizations of their total personalities to be shared in
communities of fellowship. Briefly, they want to improve themselves; this is their
realistic and primary aim. But they want also to change the social order so that vital
personalities will be creating a new environment in which their aspirations may be
properly expressed. (p. 8)
Such individuals are the immigrants who come to the United States. Being in a foreign land, they
are constantly in situations that need learning and adjustments. They are searchers for lifemeaning and “searchers after the good life” (p. 8).

Learning at Work

As a consequence of globalization, developed countries identified the need for “a
multiskilled, flexible workforce able to work anywhere, at any time on a range of tasks” (Cairns
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& Malloch, 2011, p. 16). The demand for skills and competency in the workplace during
individuals’ careers propels educators’ interest in learning at work (Billett, 2008). Educational
institutions strive to prepare students for their occupations. It is expected that universities will
prepare students for the professional world, including easier transitions into their future work
practices. Thus, programs in higher education have an increasing interest in incorporating
experiences in workplaces that provide individuals with opportunities to find their desirable
occupation, learn about work, and develop occupational knowledge to be employed. People
prepare for work mostly by participating in vocational education and training organized by
institutions and apprenticeships (Cairns & Malloch, 2011). Besides preparation for work,
governments, employers, and employees have interest in developing skills during careers that
will allow job transitions and progress at work and give economically to their communities
(Billett, 2008).
With respect to opportunities for learning at work, Illeris (2011) noted that apart from the
physical workplace where learning for work occurs, it more often takes place “on courses, in
networks and exchange schemes, in contact with customers, users and suppliers and trade unions,
in industrial organizations, and in more private work-related contexts” (p. 29). Similar to Illeris’s
definition of workplace learning as the learning through and for work that can occur in various
relationships associated with work, the current study used the terms “learning at work,” “learning
in the workplace,” and “workplace learning” interchangeably.
It is important to note that various jobs and workplaces provide different possibilities for
learning for work (Illeris, 2011). Webster-Wright (2010) pointed out that professionals learn in
different ways because of differences in “the professionals themselves, their past experiences,
how they understand learning and the varied situations in which they practice every day” (p. 4).
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Illeris (2011) stated that “workplace learning takes place in the encounter between the learning
environment of the workplace and the workers’ and employees’ learning potentials” (p. 29,
emphasis in original). The learning environment encompasses all the learning possibilities
provided by the surroundings. The learning potential takes into account the person’s learning
throughout his life (Illeris, 2011). Webster-Wright (2010) discussed the “authentic” professional
learning—the learning as lived by professionals—“in and through practice, with others over
time” (p. 6). The various ways professionals learn cannot conform to a standard. Instead the
authentic learning by professionals can be valued and supported (Webster-Wright, 2010).

Informal Learning

In this study, informal learning is defined as learning that takes place outside of a
traditional education setting such as a classroom. Hager and Halliday (2006) developed a theory
of informal learning and applied their ideas in different learning situations: learning through
leisure, including hobbies, crafts, sports, and other recreational activities; learning while
preparing for work; learning for continuing vocational development; and learning for surviving,
such as unemployment, dead-end jobs (Hager & Halliday, 2006). The authors viewed that much
attention has been given to formal learning in the current educational system where practice is
formalized and that informal learning tends to be invisible. However, they argued that only when
there was a “sensible” balance between formal and informal learning would “rich and productive
notions of lifelong learning” be developed (p. 233).
Hager and Halliday (2006) offered a theory of informal learning. They examined a type
of learning they believed was important to human practices understood in their broad meaning.
They defined this learning as “the developing capacity to make appropriate context sensitive
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judgments during ongoing participation in practices of various kinds,” which was “a paradigm
case of informal learning” (p. 236). Some of the main characteristics of this informal learning
included that it is “indeterminate, opportunistic, involves internal and external goods, and is an
ongoing process” (p. 236).

Informal Learning Is Indeterminate

Hager and Halliday (2006) contend that formal education assumptions influence how
people understand learning. For them, learning was viewed as “a kind of transparent product that
can be minutely pre-specified, while being independent of learners and learning contexts” (p.
236). However, much of the learning that took place was less determinate for a couple of
reasons. First, learning happened in contexts characterized by complexity and where the learner
was part of this context. Every learner was different, which made his informal learning unique.
Second, learning came from practices and provided “narrative unity to the life of the learner” (p.
236). The authors pointed that learning could be viewed as a process rather than as a product or
as a “dialectical interpretation of both” (p. 236). Third, “much that was valuable in this informal
learning was tacit” (p. 236). As the authors stated, the “whole person embodied learning that
cannot be fully captured in a series of propositions” (p. 236).
The above reasons provide grounds to support the claim that “important instances of
learning, such as the informal learning….are much less determinate than learning is commonly
taken to be” and to reject the formal learning key assumption that “all learning is specifiable in
advance” (pp. 236-237). Hager and Halliday (2006) pointed that learning played a role in
people’s lives that involved risk and uncertainty and informal learning accounted for those. They
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suggested that taking risks and the uncertainty in life “point the way forward beyond
technological colonization of the life-world and the panopticon” (p. 237).

Informal Learning Is Opportunistic

Hager and Halliday (2006) argued that learning depends on the opportunity and
condition. This was true for both the individual and community. Most of the time one could not
determine the informal learning, as he/she found new unexpected opportunities.

Informal Learning Features Both Internal and External Goods

Hager and Halliday (2006) argued that informal learning included both internal (when
something is worth to be engaged in for its own sake) and external (instrumental) goods. When
those goods were promoted in practice, informal learning was enhanced. Due to grading, tests,
and standardization that take place today, formal education has shifted its focus from internal
goods to external goods and education has been regarded as a product. Hager and Halliday
contend that more often “teaching seems to be aimed at surviving in a testing regime, rather than
at engaging with a discipline or a practice” (p. 238). They argue that internal goods are “central
to rich informal learning, as well as to learning in general” (p. 238).

Informal Learning Is an Ongoing Process

As mentioned before, Hager and Halliday (2006) viewed learning as “a continually
evolving process, rather than as a series of successively completed acquisition events” (p. 238).
Learning was about “ongoing becoming rather than about attaining a particular state as a
preparation for something else” (p. 238). They argued that conceptualizing learning as a process
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of becoming would help to better understand lifelong learning and that informal learning was the
key to achieve that.
Other researchers also examined informal learning in their studies. For example, Romi
and Schmida (2009) viewed that non-formal education (NFE) is a main influence for education
in the postmodern era. Today there is an interest in acknowledging non-formal and informal
learning in the international arena (Cameron & Harrison, 2012). Initiatives by the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) impact the recognition of skills obtained
from informal and non-formal learning (Cameron & Harrison, 2012). Informal learning and work
are topics of international interest in the field of adult learning (Sawchuk, 2008).
Cameron and Harrison (2012) found that informal learning understood as life and nonformal learning defined as work experience led to acquiring more self-reported skills compared
to formal training or study. The authors argued that the different types of learning were
interrelated and explored how demographics may play a role in distinguishing how people
combine the different ways of learning when taking part in labor-market programs. Mostly,
individuals gained skills by combining “life experience and work experience, representing nonformal and informal learning,” and “life experience, work experience and formal training/study,
representing non-formal, informal and formal learning” (p. 302). They found that men and
women did not differ in how they combine the different types of learning. However, differences
existed based on the individuals’ age and level of education. People in the 30-44 age group used
more types of learning compared to older adults. Also, individuals with higher levels of
education relied on the three forms of learning compared to people with only a basic level of
school education (Cameron & Harrison, 2012).
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Communities of Practice

Wenger (1998) views learning as one’s lived experience from participation in the world.
He proposed a social theory of learning that had its own assumptions and focus: 1) people are
social beings, which is central for learning; 2) knowledge is related to competence; 3) knowing
comes as a result of being actively engaged with the world; and 4) meaning is people’s ability to
experience the world and be engaged with it. The main focus of this theory is on learning as
social participation. Participation means having active participants in the practices of social
communities and forming identities in relation to these communities. Participating is “both a
kind of action and a form of belonging,” which defines “not only what we do, but also who we
are and how we interpret what we do” (p. 4).
Wenger (1998) states that a social theory of learning must therefore integrate the
components necessary to characterize social participation as a process of learning and knowing
(pp. 4-5). These components include meaning, practice, community, and identity. Wenger
defines the terms in the following way:
1) Meaning: a way of talking about our (changing) ability – individually and collectively
– to experience our life and the world as meaningful.
2) Practice: a way of talking about the shared historical and social resources,
frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mutual engagement in action.
3) Community: a way of talking about the social configurations in which our enterprises
are defined as worth pursuing and out participation is recognizable as competence.
4) Identity: a way of talking about how learning changes who we are and creates
personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities. (p. 5)
The components of a social theory of learning (an initial inventory) are represented in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. A social theory of learning. (Wenger, 1998, p. 5).
Wenger (1998) points out that communities of practice are everywhere and people belong
to different communities of practice. He believes that to understand and support learning, the
attention needs to be on participation. Wenger defines learning in the following way:
•
•
•

For individuals, it means that learning is an issue of engaging in and contributing to
the practices of their communities.
For communities, it means that learning is an issue of refining their practice and
ensuring new generations of members.
For organizations, it means that learning is an issue of sustaining the interconnected
communities of practice through which an organization knows what it knows and thus
becomes effective and valuable as an organization. (pp. 7-8, emphasis in original)

Since the focus of this study is on immigrants, I will be adding to the first perspective of
learning.
Brettell and Reed-Danahay (2008) found that when immigrants were involved with their
organizations, they learned ways of practicing citizenship in the United States. Rather than
examining what followed from immigrant participation in immigrant associations, the authors
focused their attention on the processes through which people gained knowledge about forms of
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participation. To investigate the process of what people did and what their resources would be,
they implemented Lave and Wenger’s (1991) idea of “communities of practice.” Brettell and
Reed-Danahay (2008) viewed immigrant organizations as communities of practice where people
learned about different ways of participation. Thus, they became “agents in their own process of
civic and political incorporation” (p. 216). Voluntary associations promoted not only social
capital but were also viewed as “sites of learning” (p. 216). This approach helped researchers to
understand “the ways in which newcomers develop a set of shared understandings, as well as
shared set of behaviors (both civic and political) with various goals, modes of living, and styles
of meaning and communication” (pp. 216-217). According to Brettell and Reed-Danahay (2008),
immigrant groups established their organizations locally. This allowed them to provide
“opportunities for engaging in community service and other activities, for learning about the
political process and for acting locally” (p. 217).
Brettell and Reed-Danahay (2008) found that the immigrant populations they studied,
those of Indian and Vietnamese descent, took part in their organizations and were engaged in
many activities. However, what they shared was “the process of learning to participate in the
public sphere in the context of these different communities of practice” (p. 217). To be engaged
civically and politically, immigrant newcomers started from volunteer immigrant associations
where they had easy access (Brettell & Reed-Danahay, 2008).
Communities of practice were also “homes for identities” (Brettell & Reed-Danahay,
2008, p. 217). The authors found that Indian and Vietnamese immigrants had dual or multiple
identities and were engaged in multiple communities. Brettell and Reed-Danahay found that
immigrant organizations bound people together for a common purpose. Thus, they could raise
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their voices not only as Indians or Vietnamese but also as Americans, and thus they could
“exercise their own agency as both social and political citizens” (p. 218).
Further, the activities fostered by these organizations suggest that immigrant populations
can be both inward and outward focused at the same time and that formal political
participation often develops in the context of informal …engagement in multiple
communities of practice. The particular organizations we have described have different
degrees of civic and political presence and weight that to some extent are shaped by their
respective domain of interest. (Brettell & Reed-Danahay, 2008, p. 218)
But immigrants are made citizens not only through their political presence but also through
charitable and professional activities.
Finally, Brettell and Reed-Danahay (2008) found that apart from the similarities in the
process in which Vietnamese and Indian immigrants learn about and practice citizenship and
political participation in the context of the organizations they build in their communities, there
were also some important differences. These differences are framed by the political cultures that
each group brings to the table.

Understanding Migration: An Economic Perspective

Economics provides a useful means to understand immigration (Teitelbaum, 2008).
Various schools of thought have focused on economic rationality to explain why people move
from one geographical region to another. These schools of thought include the following: first,
according to the neoclassical macroeconomic school, migration flows are due to differences in
labor supply and demand in the international labor markets. Second, the neoclassical
microeconomic school proposes that migrants are rational individuals who want to maximize
their utility while taking into account their economic prospects. The international supply and
demand for workers determines differences in the possibility for employment and earnings
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between individuals in different countries. Third, new economics of migration, referring to social
group and family theories, propose that the social group or family decide to migrate; migration
can increase the income of the group as a whole and protect it against risk from local conditions.
Fourth, dual labor market theories propose that it is advantageous for employers and
governments in industrialized countries to hire workers who would be paid the low wage. The
increase or decrease of the number of these workers depends on the demands of economies in
industrialized countries. Migrants occupy mostly the lower paid jobs. Fifth, world systems
theories propose that international migration flows from peripheral societies to advanced
capitalist societies. The theory proposes that markets are global and that the world system
operates to redistribute resources from the periphery to the core (Teitelbaum 2008).
Koven and Götzke (2010) argued that different theoretical views explain immigration.
Those included economics, culture, and politics. Economics assumed that people are rational
individuals and that they compare the costs and benefits of staying versus those of leaving. There
are also costs and benefits related to the contributions of immigrants. Those are related not only
to net contributions but also to the influence the immigrants have on the political and cultural life
of the native-born Americans. Further, if migrants are sending money to their families back
home, the home country could benefit from those remittances.
The U.S. was interested in keeping its economy strong (Koven & Götzke, 2010). It also
valued the principles related to “right of self-governance, rule by consent of the governed,
respect for rule of law, love of liberty, individualism, and self-reliance” (pp. 32-33). The
American culture was dominated by the Anglo-Protestant culture and values of “hard work,
asceticism, honesty, frugality, savings, and investment” (p. 33). However, the new masses of
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immigrants coming from different cultures might not be able to adapt to the American way of
life and the dominant culture might change (Koven & Götzke, 2010).

Immigration, Immigrants, and Labor Market

In the last twenty years, foreign-born workers in the U.S. have increased substantially
(Mazzolari & Neumark, 2012; Peri, 2012). At the same time, there is disagreement about the
economic consequences of immigration and whether immigrants take jobs from domestic
workers and reduce their wages (Mazzolari & Neumark, 2012). However, creating opportunities
for immigrants aligns with a policy aimed at hiring more people and increasing the investment
and productivity in a local economy (Peri, 2012).
Exploring immigrants’ experiences in relation to their work is important because a better
understanding of their experiences can help employers work with them, improving their working
conditions and productivity. Further, more policy makers would have an understanding of the
employment barriers immigrants face and can take those into consideration when designing new
immigrant and labor policies and laws.

Benefits of Immigration and Immigrants in Labor Market

Peri (2012) investigated how immigration affects long-term employment, investment and
productivity in the U.S., tracking data for a period of 45 years. He found that immigrants do not
force native workers to lose their jobs. On the contrary, immigration contributes to investments
and total output. Peri’s findings support the idea that immigrants advance specialization, which
leads to an increasing total output as well as to an expanding economy through investments.
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The findings of Mazzolari and Neumark (2012) also supported the notion of economic
benefits of immigration: immigrants provide more choices for consumption of ethnic goods for
the native-born Americans.
Labor Markets: Challenges and Immigrants

In the current study, labor market is defined as “the supply of people in a particular
country or area who are able and willing to work, especially in relation to the number of jobs that
are available.” Literature on immigrant workers recognizes and differentiates immigrant statuses
as legal and illegal. As opposed to a legal migrant, an unauthorized migrant is a person who
arrives or resides in a country without valid authorization from the country’s government. An
unauthorized migrant is also known as illegal, clandestine, undocumented, or irregular.
A growing interest for research is in the areas of high-skilled immigration to the U.S.
(Luthra, 2009). Luthra (2009) argued that high-skilled temporary immigrants who came to the
U.S. with H-1B visas bring advantages to the employers, such as flexible and specialized labor
skills, and no requirement for providing good working conditions or employment benefits. On
the other hand, the disadvantages of high-skilled labor with H-1B visas lacking benefits and
being placed at peripheral jobs calls for visa reform (Luthra, 2009).
The qualitative study of Harrison and Lloyd (2013) revealed unequal workplace practices
in the dairy farm industry related to the broader social context of privilege and oppression.
Employers were hiring many unauthorized immigrants to do the hard job of milking cows while
contributing to occupational segregation. However, workers had no opportunity to be involved in
the decisions about how the work should be organized and about the income they received.
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Highly Skilled Immigrants

Scholars such as Favell, Feldblum, and Smith (2006) and Batalova and Lowell (2007)
pointed out that for the highly skilled, there was no agreed-upon/single definition or
measurement. For example, the OECD’s position with respect to highly skilled migrants is the
following:
Migrants are perceived as highly skilled when they have at least tertiary education, but
other definitions are possible, notably on the basis of the nature of the occupation in
which they are employed. One practical way of defining highly skilled migrants that has
been used in some countries is by means of wages paid, with the highly skilled consisting
of persons earning above a threshold value. (Chaloff & Lemaître, 2009, p. 4)
In contrast to high-skilled labor, the OECD also defines low-skilled labor:
The definition of “low-skilled” can be based either on the skills required for the job
performed, or according to the educational level of the worker. In other words, “lowskilled” can be either a characteristic of the job or a characteristic of the worker…The
low-skilled are considered to be those whose educational level is less than upper
secondary. By definition, tradespeople and artisans with upper secondary education or
with higher vocational training are excluded from the low-educated group. (OECD, 2008,
p. 127)
Issues, such as definition, size, and impact pertaining to the group of highly skilled immigrants,
are not addressed due to the lack of suitable data (Batalova & Lowell, 2007; Favell et al., 2006).
Similar to Favell et al. (2006), the current study considers occupations in defining who the highly
skilled immigrants are. On the whole, researchers consider professional occupations to be highly
skilled (e.g., Batalova & Lowell, 2007; Favell et al., 2006). This study explores the work
experiences of Bulgarian immigrants, including their educational experiences, part of which is
the obtaining of their educational qualifications required to work in their occupations. This study
adopted Favell et al.’s (2006) combined list of highly skilled professional occupations:
management, business/finance operations, information technology (computer scientists,
programmers, engineers, and technical support), math science and engineering,
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architecture and engineering, life and physical sciences, social sciences, science
technicians of all sorts, the healthcare professions such as physicians, registered nurses,
and healthcare technicians; teachers and educators; and other professional occupations
such as legal, community service, arts, sports and entertainment occupations. (pp. 88-89)
The participants in my study work in some of the occupations in this list: management,
business, information technology, health care, and community service. Giving voice to the
participants, this study also considers truck drivers as professionals and skilled immigrants. The
truck drivers in this study are self-employed and thus provide service to their community. One of
the participants in this study, who is a mechanic, is also self-employed and highly skilled in his
trade and providing service for his local community. Last but not least, there is a self-employed
construction worker who is skilled in his trade and serving his community. To conclude, this
study considers the self-employed participants, such as truck drivers, a mechanic, and a
construction worker, as being part of the list of skilled professionals.

Women and Work

Lopez (2012) stated that the work-related experiences of low-skilled immigrant men were
well represented in the literature. However, this is not the case with high-skilled immigrant
women although their numbers are growing, including those in the U.S. (Lopez, 2012). Although
my research focus is not specifically on women as it considers both genders, a sub-section
follows on women and work to acknowledge the different work experiences of women compared
to men in the labor market. Boeren (2011) pointed out that the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is an organization that considers gender
inequalities in their work through developing policy interventions, programs, and activities
designed to enable women to be employed in all spheres.
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Boeren (2011) provided a gendered perspective on immigrant work. Looking at Flemish
men and women, the author found that women had fewer employment possibilities and earned
less compared to men. Women and men also differed in the type of occupations they had. While
men had more managerial jobs, women faced a glass ceiling and were not often promoted. Thus,
women did not have as many opportunities for training and learning at work. These gender
inequalities were a result of the education system and the labor market as well as of historical
and social disadvantages (Boeren, 2011). In the U.S. context, Batalova and Lowell (2007) also
found that the occupations that men and women took followed trends from the past. While men
found employment mostly in management, information technology, science and engineering, and
the medical field, typically as physicians and surgeons, women worked predominantly in nursing
and teaching.
Suto (2009) explored the work transitions of immigrant women and found that women
took less skilled jobs than what their past training and work experience from country of origin
would suggest. Women’s career paths were further influenced negatively by the responsibilities
they had for their families as well as the lack of support. To understand further immigrant work
experiences, one needs to account for cross-cultural adjustment issues faced by immigrant
professionals.

Cross-Cultural Adjustment Issues Faced by Immigrant Professionals

When people move from a culture they know to a culture they are not familiar with, they
have to adjust to it (Ishiyama, 1989). Many immigrant professionals are educationally qualified
and have work experience in their fields from their home countries. However, they encounter
general and career adjustment issues (Lee & Westwood, 1996). General adjustment issues are
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influenced by people’s attitudes toward the host culture, immigrants’ expectations, and
individual reactions (Lee & Westwood, 1996). Negative attitudes by individuals in the host
country lead to a more difficult immigrant adjustment. Usually immigrants expect their
adjustment to be easier than what it is in reality. Each person experiences the adjustment process
differently, and factors, such as age, expected length of stay, and reason for migration, affect the
quality of cross-cultural adjustment (Lee & Westwood, 1996).
There are also the issues of how immigrants’ education and training from the home
country is recognized in the host country (Lee & Westwood, 1996). Immigrants’ academic
qualifications may not be recognized by professional associations or employers. Immigrants have
to start their training again if they want to stay in their professional field and may feel a loss or
that this is too much of a burden for them (Lee & Westwood, 1996).
Another way immigrants adjust to work is by gaining language and computer skills
useful for finding a job and progression in their careers (Lee & Westwood, 1996). To be
competent in the language means that immigrants have to acquire skills in reading, writing, and
oral communication (Lee & Westwood, 1996). Immigrant professionals must have computer
skills as well if they want to be hired in companies utilizing technology (Lee & Westwood,
1996).
Benefits of Immigrant Training

Cohen-Goldner and Eckstein (2010) distinguished between white-collar occupations and
blue-collar occupations. The authors found that when female immigrants considered training, it
was more likely that they would find jobs in both areas. This result was also confirmed about
male immigrants in a previous study (Cohen & Eckstein, 2008). Further, although all immigrants
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could benefit from training, the advantages for older and less skilled immigrants were greater
because they could have better employment opportunities (Cohen & Eckstein, 2008, 2010).

Immigrant Transitions

People who migrate are in transition and experience stress. Ishiyama (1989) proposed a
useful model to understand and help those in transition, e.g., immigrants. A main premise of the
model is that individuals have motivation to gain self-validation. Self-validation is defined as
“the affirmation of one’s sense of self and positive valuing of one’s unique and meaningful
personal existence” (Ishiyama, 1995, p. 135). Ishiyama’s (1989) self-validation model includes
the following five components or themes: security, comfort, and support; self-worth and selfacceptance; competence and autonomy; identity and belonging; and love, fulfillment, and
meaning in life. The last theme is the most significant to human existence. The themes of love,
fulfillment, and meaning of life are also at the core of self-validation. More than one of the five
themes can be relevant when one seeks answers to what is significant in his or her life (Ishiyama,
1989).
Coming to the U.S., it is likely that immigrants face a reality that is different from what
they are used to in their home countries. They have to find ways to adjust their careers in the new
world of work.
World of Work Today

Hall and Mirvis (1994) discussed the contemporary realities of work in which
globalization and information are leading to the restructuring of industry in the U.S. Hall and
Mirvis identified companies that were changing and were flexible as boundaryless organizations
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and noted that the individuals working in those firms were expected to have a boundaryless
career and “to move seamlessly across levels and functions, through different kinds of jobs, and
even from company to company” (p. 366). By acquiring skills, through retraining or by going
back to school, people needed to adapt to the changing work conditions and navigated the
boundaryless careers through core competencies: i.e., know-how, self-direction, and learn-how
(p. 368).
Apart from the changing employment context and the need for boundaryless careers
(Arthur & Rousseau, 1996), there is a view that the careers of the 21st century will become
“protean” (Hall, 1996). Hall defined a protean career as “a career that is driven by the person, not
the organization, and that will be reinvented by the person from time to time, as the person and
the environment change” (p. 8). This career is “self-determined, driven by personal values rather
than organizational rewards, and serv[es] the whole person, family, and ‘life purpose’” (Hall,
2004, p. 2).
Two career “metacompetencies” (p. 6), adaptability and identity (or self-awareness), help
individuals direct their careers. By improving both their adaptability and self-awareness, people
“learn from their experience and develop any new competencies on their own” (Hall, 2004, p. 6).
Inkson and Thorn (2010) pointed out that more people were managing their careers in locations,
organizations, industries and occupations different from their previous work experience. Thus,
the perception of the word “career” has shifted its meaning from “something solid, stable,
predictable and locatable, to something that may instead be ephemeral, dynamic, unpredictable
and mobile,” which has implications “for today’s and tomorrow’s careerists” (Inkson & Thorn,
2010, p. 261).
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In this study, career was defined as “the evolving sequence of a person’s work
experiences over time” (Arthur, Hall, & Lawrence, 1989, p. 8). The adopted viewpoint is that
“everyone who works has a career” (p. 9). Careers are frequently described metaphorically as
“journeys,” which “are shaped both by the nature of the terrain through which travelers pass, and
by their own inclinations, goals, and abilities” (Inkson & Thorn, 2010, pp. 261-262).

Career Success

The career literature distinguishes between objective and subjective careers. A subjective
career is “the individual’s own interpretation of his or her career situation at any given time”
(Khapova, Arthur, & Wilderom, 2007, p. 115). The objective career is defined as “the parallel
interpretation of any career provided by society and its institutions” (p. 115). A person’s
objective career is determined by his or her participation in the social world, taking into account
“a stream of more or less identifiable positions, offices, statuses, and situations” (Barley, as cited
in Arthur, Hall, & Lawrence, 1989, p. 49).
Career success is defined as “the positive psychological or work-related outcomes or
achievement one accumulates as a result of work experiences” (Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer,
1999). An individual’s career success is both objective success, including his or her pay or
position, and subjective success, which is one’s evaluation of his or her career (Abele & Spurk,
2009). Inkson and Thorn (2010) stress the importance of the career construct as having both
parts, subjective and objective, because of the possible differences between the objective
identifiers of success, “status and salary” (p. 265), and the subjective identifiers, “job satisfaction
and work-life balance” (p. 265). Subjective career success is influenced by the various
aspirations and values that people hold with respect to their careers (Arthur, Khapova, &
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Wilderom, 2005). As Arthur et al. stated, “Objective career success reflects shared
understandings rather than distinctive individual understandings” (p. 179). Fang, Zikic, and
Novicevic (2009) argued that although objective career success has been given more attention
for the career success of immigrants, their subjective career success can also suggest policy
implications for businesses and governmental institutions.

Barriers to and Enablers of Immigrant Careers

Immigrants continue diversifying local labor markets. Immigrant professionals (IPs), who
are defined as having at least a bachelor’s degree from their home countries, bring valuable
knowledge to their host country and may influence the local economies (Fang, Zikic, &
Novicevic, 2009). However, they undergo changes and face challenges with respect to their lives
and careers. Yet immigrant careers is a topic that has not been well researched, according to
Fang et al.
Immigrants face barriers when establishing their careers in their host country. Barriers
include undervaluing the immigrants’ foreign work experiences and going through certification
of their foreign credentials, which is a long and expensive process (Fang et al., 2009). To manage
the barriers with respect to their careers in the host country, immigrants undertake opportunities
for education and training (Chiswick & Miller, 2008).
Besides facing barriers in the local labor market, the immigrant’s historical, cultural and
social background influenced their career choices (Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010). Zikic et al.
explored the career orientations of qualified immigrants (QIs) in Canada, Spain and France. The
authors adopted a multidimensional approach to career orientations when exploring how QIs had
to navigate the new social, economic and cultural contexts. Career orientations were a result of
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how individuals made meaning of their careers. For QIs’ career orientations, their motivation,
identity and coping were important (Zakic et al.).

Immigrant Human Capital

Human capital theory postulates that individuals make rational choices about investing in
their education and gaining training experience (Fang et al., 2009). Becker (1993) stated that
“education and training are the most important investments in human capital” (p. 17). The
expansion of education is because of the need for knowledge obtained in schools to serve the
advanced economies. Besides acquiring knowledge in schools, people gain learning and training
on the job. On-the-job-training helps workers have additional work experience and increase their
earnings (Becker, 1993). Fang et al. (2009) stated that if human capital theory is considered for
IPs, it can be expected that as they gain work experience and skills in their host country, their
human capital would increase.

Role of Employers in Increasing Human Capital of Immigrant Professionals

The employers can influence the human capital of their immigrant professional
employees by providing opportunities for them to increase their experience (Fang et al., 2009).
Employees can benefit from human resource policies promoting training, professional growth,
teamwork, and job rotation. Thus, employers can play a role in their immigrant employees’
transition into the host country’s labor market. Employers can help their employees gain local
knowledge and experience and be successful in their careers (Fang et al., 2009). As Inkson and
Thorn (2010) concluded, career mobility can be beneficial to both people and societies because
of the possibilities for new learning and for incorporating both new and old knowledge.
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Work and Family

To understand career processes, the interaction between work and family life has to be
considered (Greenhaus & Foley, 2007). The traditional view that work and family are two
separate and competitive life domains has been challenged in the literature about boundaryless
careers (Fletcher & Bailyn, 1996). Fletcher and Bailyn (1996) argued that although different sets
of skills and qualities were valued in the public and private fields, if employees were given the
opportunity to use their skills from their non-work life in the workplace, this could be mutually
beneficial to the needs of both the employers and their company. Benefits could be, for example,
innovative work practices, including an apprenticeship approach to training, work-family
policies or team collaboration that could provide flexible schedules and more time to spend with
their families. Fletcher and Bailyn (1996) argued for reconnecting work and family “for the sake
of individual well-being, of families and communities, and of productive and effective
workplaces” (p. 266).
Literature identifies some challenges that Eastern European families experienced in the
U.S. Nesteruk and Marks (2009) found that although globalization provided opportunities for
easier communication and travel across borders, it was difficult for immigrants to keep the
relations with their close relatives who stayed in their home countries. The geographical distance
to the immigrants’ homelands as well as the increasing distance in language and culture were the
main challenges that Eastern European families encountered in their efforts to keep ties among
generations.
Balancing the roles for work and family was a challenge for immigrants (Martins & Reid,
2007; Skachkova, 2007). Family is important in the life of immigrants. In their study, Koven and
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Götzke (2010) related marriage and naturalization to culture and the American way of life. The
authors found that most of the immigrant groups from different nationalities, particularly those
from Europe, had higher, or at least equal, marriage rates than native-born Americans (Koven &
Götzke, 2010).
Nesteruk and Marks (2011) explored how Eastern European immigrant professionals
raise their children in the United States and found that their participants had informed decisions
and dealt well with adjusting to the norms of the host society. The professionals in the study
believed they needed to maintain a balance when dealing with issues pertaining to their children,
such as discipline, self-esteem, praise, and freedom. Immigrant parents needed to negotiate past
and present values and parenting practices.

Acculturation

This study is informed by aspects of an acculturation framework. A widely used concept,
acculturation is defined as the consequence of “groups of individuals having different cultures
[who] come into continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in the original culture
patterns of either or both groups” (Redfield, Linton, & Herskovits, 1936, p. 149). Berry (2005)
proposed a more current definition of acculturation, stating that it is “the dual process of cultural
and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural
groups and their individual members” (p. 698). He distinguished between two levels of
acculturation: the group level and the individual level. While the first level relates to “changes in
social structures and institutions and in cultural practices” (pp. 698-699), the second level
involves “changes in a person’s behavioral repertoire” (p. 699). Groups and individuals choose
different acculturation strategies and adapt differently (Berry, 2005). Further, Berry (2005)

65
developed a framework for understanding acculturation at both levels. The focus of my research
is at the individual level. My research on the lived experiences of Bulgarian immigrants accounts
for their experiences with respect to work in their host country.
Berry and his colleagues developed the Acculturation Model (Berry, 1990; Berry et al.,
1989). Berry’s model distinguishes among four acculturation attitudes that immigrants can adopt.
Those include integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Integration is the
preferred choice. The other three may happen. Assimilation is when individuals do not want to
preserve their original culture and instead accept the host-society culture (Berry et al., 2011).
Separation is a strategy characterized by individuals most often regarding their heritage culture
and avoiding close contact with members of the host society. Integration takes place when
individuals want to keep their original culture and at the same time interact every day with other
cultures. Marginalization is when individuals have few opportunities or do not want to keep their
culture and keep close contact with other groups (Berry et al., 2011). Although research shows
that immigrant groups prefer to be integrated in the host society, they accept different
acculturation options because of their culture and conditions of immigration (Navas et al., 2005).
In addition, within each group ethos there are differences due to psychosocial factors that
account for acculturation strategies (Krishnan & Berry, 1992; Navas et al., 2005).
Building on Berry’s model, Bourhis et al. (1997) developed an interactive acculturation
model that considers two interrelated perspectives, that of the immigrant group and that of the
host society in regard to incoming immigrant groups.
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Ethnic Identity

The concept of ethnic identity is used in social science and recently in education. The
difficulty of understanding the concept comes from each group exhibiting unique characteristics
that are difficult to generalize for all groups (Phinney, 1990). No single definition of ethnic
identity exists in the literature (Evans et al., 2010; Phinney, 1990). For example, Tajfel (1981)
defined ethnic identity as part of social identity, which is “that part of an individual's selfconcept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups)
together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (p. 255). Ethnic
identity relates to how members of the same ethnic group perceive themselves, their sense of
belonging, preferences, evaluation, knowledge, and activities involvement in their ethnic group
(Phinney, 1990, 1996). Ethnic identity is a useful concept to study when scholars want to
investigate people’s perceptions of their culture, including beliefs, values, and behaviors
(Cokley, 2007).
There is a relation between ethnic identity and acculturation. Phinney et al. (2001)
believed that ethnic identity is an important part of the acculturation process. According to the
authors, acculturation has a broader meaning, including behaviors, attitudes, and values that
change when individuals from one culture are in contact with another culture. On the other hand,
ethnic identity is part of acculturation, and it stresses one’s sense of belonging to a group or
culture (Phinney, 1990). Phinney et al. (2001) propose four types of identities. These include an
integrated (or bicultural) identity, a separated identity, an assimilated identity, and a
marginalized identity. Integrated identity means that a person keeps his strong ethnic identity and
at the same time considers himself as part of the new society. An individual has a separated
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identity when he holds strong ethnic identity but does not accept the new culture. A person with
an assimilated identity is one who leaves an ethnic identity and associates only with the new
society. An individual with a marginalized identity does not identify with either of the two
cultures. Immigrants may have different identity types that are influenced by the features of
immigrant groups and places of settlement (Phinney et al., 2001).
As this study sought to understand Bulgarian immigrants’ perceptions of their work in the
U.S., it was useful to include the ethnic identity construct as part of acculturation. Thus, the
investigation considered Bulgarian immigrants’ subjective sense of belonging or ethnic identity
as part of understanding their lived experiences in the U.S.

Culture Shock

Culture shock can be related to many aspects of one’s life in a foreign country. Being
abroad, immigrants have to learn new behaviors and expectations. No one prepares this group of
people for the differences between their cultures and the new culture they will encounter while
living in their host country. Culture shock is defined as the state of anxiety coming from losing
one’s familiar signs and symbols of social interaction and includes the honeymoon, negotiation,
adjustment, and mastery phases (Oberg, 1960). Each of these stages has typical symptoms that
people going through culture shock exhibit to one degree or another. Knowing what might
happen can help immigrants ease the pressures of being in a different environment as well as
equip them with coping strategies. Many of the problems immigrants may experience relate to
the abundance of new information, difficulty in understanding and articulating one’s thoughts in
English, the need to learn technology in a relatively short period of time, having no family and
friends to support them sometimes, and feeling homesick. A suitable theoretical framework for
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understanding immigrant experiences in the host country is Berry’s model on acculturation
(1990, 1997).

CHAPTER 4
METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This section begins by describing the research design for this study, briefly outlining how
qualitative researchers view the world, and identifying the advantages and goals of qualitative
studies. An explanation follows about what narrative analysis is and why to use it. Then I discuss
a pilot study I did prior to this research. Afterward I describe my participants, my sampling
approach, my research relationship and strategies for gaining entry to the sites, and the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) process. Description of the data collection follows, and then I
discuss my data analysis procedures. Last, I describe the steps taken to enhance the credibility
and trustworthiness of the data/study.

Rationale for Research Design and Methodology

The general research design of this study is qualitative. Qualitative researchers view the
world by looking at “people, situations, events, and the processes that connect these” (Maxwell,
2013, p. 29). The advantage of qualitative research is that “this process orientation toward the
world, and the inductive approach, focus on specific situations or people and emphasis on
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descriptions” (p. 30). Maxwell (2013) outlines five intellectual goals of qualitative studies. These
include:
1. Understanding the meaning, for participants in the study, of the events, situations,
experiences, and actions they are involved with or engage in…2. Understanding the
particular contexts within which the participants act, and the influence that this context
has on their actions…3. Understanding the process by which events and actions take
place…4. Identifying unanticipated phenomena and influences, and generating new,
grounded (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) theories about the latter…5. Developing causal
explanations. (p. 30)
In my study I wanted to capture the perspectives of my participants and to understand how they
make meaning of their immigrant lived experiences and of the world they live in.

Narrative

I used narrative as a method for this study. Narrative “begins with the experiences as
expressed in lived and told stories of individuals” (Creswell, 2007, p. 54). According to Creswell
(2007), the procedures for conducting narrative research include “focusing on
studying…individuals, gathering data through the collection of their stories, reporting individual
experiences, and chronologically ordering (or using life course stages) the meaning of those
experiences (p. 54, emphasis in original). This study presents Bulgarian immigrants’ personal
experience stories. A personal experience story is defined as “a narrative study of an individual’s
personal experience found in single or multiple episodes, private situations, or communal
folklore” (Denzin, as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 55). Polkinghorne (1995) noted that “stories
express a kind of knowledge that uniquely describes human experience in which actions and
happenings contribute positively and negatively to attaining goals and fulfilling purposes” (p. 8).
Narrative research was the best method for this research because by capturing the voices of the
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immigrants and hearing their stories, we enhance our understanding of their unique human
experiences.
Narrative “focuses on human experience…it has a holistic quality” (Connelly &
Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). Narrative analysis allows for
a view of human experience in which humans, individually and socially, lead storied
lives. People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they
interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through
which a person enters the world and by which his or her experience of the world is
interpreted and made personally meaningful. (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 477)
Connelly and Clandinin (2006) stated that “narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story,
then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience…To use narrative inquiry
methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as phenomena under study” (p. 477).
“Narrative is a way of characterizing the phenomena of human experience and its study”
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 2).
There are three reasons for choosing narrative inquiry for this study. First, I wanted to
find out how these Bulgarian immigrants in the U.S. experience the world, particularly with
regard to work. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) stated that “the main claim for the use of
narrative in educational research is that humans are storytelling organisms, who individually and
socially lead storied lives. The study of narrative, therefore, is the study of the ways humans
experience the world” (p. 2). Narrative inquiry as method has the “capacity to render life
experiences, both personal and social, in relevant and meaningful ways” (p. 10). This is the first
reason narrative was a suitable design for my study. The second reason related to my desire to
give voice to Bulgarian immigrants. Immigrants contribute to diversity in the U.S. society, but
immigrants are an underrepresented group of people who experience discrimination. It is
important to know immigrant experiences to be able to have a just society. The third reason for
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utilizing narrative inquiry in this study is related to my role as an educator. As Connelly and
Clandinin (1990) state, “In understanding ourselves and our students educationally, we need an
understanding of people with a narrative or life experiences. Life’s narratives are the context for
making meaning of school situations” (p. 3). Further, teachers and teacher educators often
choose stories as a form for sharing their experiences (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). For all
these reasons I considered narrative inquiry as the method for my study.
Researchers doing a narrative inquiry have to justify their research in terms of “the
personal, the practical, and the social” (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, p. 24). My personal
reason for undertaking this research is my interest in immigrants. The practical consideration for
this research is that it can help me, and other educators, better understand the needs of students,
such as immigrants, coming from various environments and different backgrounds. Knowing
more about student populations can provide educators with valuable insight into how to design
curricula. My study points to social and educational issues such as open and/or easier access to
education and work for underrepresented and diverse groups such as immigrants that can shed
more light on achieving social justice in society.

Pilot Study

Prior to this dissertation project, I conducted a pilot study. The purpose of the pilot study
was to test my instrument, the interview guide. The seven-month pilot study began in May 2014
and was completed by December 2014. Data collection was from June through August. I
completed four face-to-face interviews, one phone interview, and one Skype interview. The six
interviewees were Bulgarian immigrants from the Chicagoland area, four women and two men.
The participants were Nadejda, Viara, Diana, Vesela, Krum, and Pavel. Five of the participants
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from the pilot study continued their participation in the dissertation study. Only Pavel withdrew
his involvement. The in-depth interviews lasted about an hour each. I did not know the
participants before the pilot study. I recruited them by going to a community institution in
Chicagoland where Bulgarians gather socially. I talked directly to people about my project, and
through word of mouth I found participants willing to take part in my pilot study. The
participants chose the sites of the interviews. The face-to-face interviews took place in
metropolitan suburban parks during Bulgarian community social events. The phone and Skype
interviews were conducted while the participants and researcher were at their respective homes.
The collected data allowed me to test my instrument. Based on my results, I made adjustments to
the interview guide that was used in the dissertation study.

Participants

The participants in the dissertation research were Bulgarian immigrants living and
working in the Chicagoland area. I identified key informants who helped me recruit participants
for the study. Key informants were immigrants who had lived many years in the U.S., were
actively involved with some work in the community, or were well-known and respected
members of the community. I recruited my participants in the following ways: 1) by talking to
them directly during community events, 2) by asking people to identify potential participants
(snowballing; see Appendix A: Script for Participant Invitation for Study), and 3) by posting a
flyer in each of the Bulgarian churches (Appendix B: Flyer for Participant Invitation for Study).
The intended sampling approach used a purposive sample as a nonrandom sampling method.
The target population was Bulgarian immigrants in the labor force. The accessible
population was Bulgarian immigrants attending the Bulgarian churches in the Chicagoland area.
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The criteria for selecting the participants in this study were the following: to identify/find
Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland area who came to the U.S. after 1989. At that time, the
new wave of immigrants from Eastern Europe began. This means that I was not looking at
refugees who comprised most of the immigrants from Eastern Europe before 1989. Also, since I
was interested in immigrants’ lived experiences, I sought participants who were at least 25 years
old and who had been in the U.S. for at least three years. Participants also needed to have legal
status as an immigrant.
Maxwell (1996) stated that the research relationship is “a complex and changing entity”
(p. 66). When doing a qualitative study, “the researcher is the instrument of the research, and the
research relationship is the means by which the research gets done” (p. 66). I wanted to have an
open and honest relationship with my participants. I explained the importance of my study and
how they played a crucial role in the process. I believe my participants revealed deeply personal
issues and engaged in critical reflection on the topic. Since the participants in this study were
from the Chicagoland area, my analysis might have been different if research was conducted in
another location, such as a metropolis or rural area. This study used the term “Chicagoland area”
because this is how the majority of the participants in this study defined where they live and
work.

Institutional Review Board

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved my field procedures to assure protection
of the participants, who are human subjects. I also passed the requirements of the Collaborative
Institutional Training Initiative.
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Data Collection

Data collection for this dissertation study started in February 2015 and ended in May
2015. I completed 21 in-depth interviews that lasted from one hour to two hours in person or via
phone or Skype. The participants were Bulgarian immigrants residing and working in the
Chicagoland area. The established contacts from the pilot study helped recruit participants for the
dissertation study.
Although the participants in this study knew English, they expressed their preference to
respond in Bulgarian language, their mother tongue, during the interviews. I am a native speaker
of Bulgarian and also fluent in English, so I transcribed and translated the interviews in English.
All interviews were first audio-recorded. Then I listened to the voice recorder multiple times and
transcribed and translated the interviews to the best of my abilities.
There are diverse data sources and data collection choices in narrative inquiry (Connelly
& Clandinin, 1990). I used interviews as the source for data collection. Bogdan and Biklen
(1998) view that “ordinary events become data when approached with a particular frame of mind
– that of a researcher” (p. 106). The term “data” refers to the rough materials researchers collect
from the world they are studying; they are the particulars that form the basis for analysis. Data
include materials the people doing the study actively record, such as interview transcripts and
participant observation field notes. Some qualitative studies rely exclusively on one type of data,
such as interview transcripts, as is the case with this study.
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Procedures for Collecting Data

The designed interview guide consisted of 24 semi-structured, open-ended questions
(Appendix D: Interview Questions). Each of the interviews was between an hour and two hours.
The questions were asked in the Bulgarian language and in English. My interview questions
probed for answers that separated public, personal, and private perspectives of the life of a
participant (Shils, 1959). I asked questions about the participants' background information, such
as their education and profession, and about their work experience and immigrant life, including
what their future plans were. In addition, I used a short questionnaire to find out about Bulgarian
immigrants’ ages, living locations, employment status, marital status, dependent members, etc.
(Appendix E: Questionnaire). I interviewed 21 Bulgarian immigrants. I collected data for this
qualitative study by considering the following steps: interviewing participants, writing memos
(from the interviews), and keeping a reflective journal during the process of data collection and
data analysis.
“Issues of equity in an interviewing relationship are affected by the social identities that
participants and interviewers bring to the interview” (Seidman, 2006, p. 99). I am a Bulgarian
and I share the same ethnic identity as my participants, which helped to build a rapport.
However, a researcher and a participant may have different gender, class, and age. The
researcher can overcome potential barriers arising from differences by maintaining “sensitivity to
issues that trigger distrust as well as exhibiting good manners, respect, and a genuine interest in
the stories of others,” which is also “methodologically important” (p. 100). Seidman (2006)
shares that “when participants, whatever their class background, place their work in the context
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of their life histories and are given the place to tell their stories, they can respond to open-ended
questions” (p. 104).

Subjectivity

I, the researcher of this study, am a Bulgarian, and I know the Bulgarian language, which
is my mother tongue. I believe I had relatively easy access to people in the Bulgarian community
due to my common heritage. I created the interview questions to ask my participants who were
Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland area. I collected and interpreted the data not separately
from my identity and experience.
Researchers, such as Peshkin, favored the role of subjectivity in research (as cited in
Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). Peshkin argued that subjectivity is the basis for the story he can tell
and a strength he wants to build on. As Peshkin stated:
It makes me who I am as a person and as a researcher, equipping me with the
perspectives and insights that shape all that I do as a researcher, from the selection of
topic clear through to the emphases I make in my writing. Seen as virtuous, subjectivity
is something to capitalize on rather than to exorcise. (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992, p. 104)
Reason (1988) argued that researchers need to be aware of their primary experience, a
“critical subjectivity” that they “raise…to consciousness and use it as part of the inquiry process”
(p. 45). Other scholars also support the researcher’s identity and experience as part of one’s
research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Jansen & Peshkin, 1992).

Data Analysis

The process of narrative analysis uses “interpretive tools [that] are designed to examine
phenomena, issues, and people’s lives holistically” (Daiute & Lightfoot, 2004, p. xi). The
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narrative analysis methods are diverse, including thematic, structural, dialogic, and performative
methods (Riessman, 2008). Saldaña (2013) points out that “narrative analysis is particularly
suitable for such inquiries as identity development; psychological, social, and cultural meanings
and values; critical/feminist studies; and documentation of the course” (p. 132). The sociological
context of stories should also be considered along with the psychological because “stories
operate within society as much as they are about society” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009, p. 11).
How one tells his or her stories depends on one’s surroundings, including his or her
relationships, culture, work, and organizations. My interview questions were such that they
elicited participants’ responses in relation to their environment.
I strove for an open-ended structure of my reconstructed story about Bulgarian
immigrants. I followed Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) “fluid inquiry” rather than relying on
“theories, methodological tactics, and strategies” to direct me (p. 121). As Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) stated, their narrative inquiry approach is to “find a form to represent…storied
lives in storied ways, not represent storied lives as exemplars of formal categories” (p. 141). My
narrative approaches were to focus on content, strive for narrative coherence, and explore the
narrative in its social context (Elliot, 2005). Creswell (2007) states, “In the end, the narrative
study tells the story of individuals unfolding in a chronology of their experiences, set within their
personal, social, and historical context, and including the important themes in those lived
experiences” (p. 57). Further, “narrative inquiry is stories lived and told” (Clandinin & Connolly,
2000, p. 20).
I examined Bulgarian immigrant experiences for meaning. My analytical tool was
utilizing the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). According
to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), any inquiry is defined by this space where the three
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dimensions consist of temporality (past, present, and future), the personal and the social
(interaction), and place. As the authors state, “Studies have temporal dimensions and address
temporal matters; they focus on the personal and the social in a balance appropriate to the
inquiry; and they occur in specific places or sequences of places” (p. 50). I considered all three
dimensions within these Bulgarians’ lived immigrant experiences.
For my data analysis, I first categorized the data, then identified common themes within
and between categories, and finally coded the data. I read the transcripts from the interviews and
developed themes. The themes that emerged were placed into similar categories. I used open
coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). As new themes emerged, new codes
were assigned.

Credibility of the Data and Trustworthiness

Merriam and Associates (2002) discussed strategies for addressing issues of validity and
reliability when conducting a qualitative research. In the current study, I employed member
checking, peer review, adequate engagement in data collection, and thick rich descriptions.
Green, Camilli, and Elmore (2006) stated that “a common goal for a qualitative interview
is to understand an informant’s creation of meaning” (p. 368). To achieve that, the researcher
uses member checking, a process in which the researcher confirms his or her “interpretation of
meaning with informants’ perceptions” (p. 368). For this study, I asked participants to review
their own transcripts for accuracy. I sent the transcripts in English along with a review request
letter (see Appendix F: Letter Participant Request to Review Transcript) to the participants via
mail. I also included a stamped envelope to return the signed form and the reviewed transcript, if
they made any changes. After reviewing their transcripts, a few of the participants had minimal
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remarks, but most confirmed that the information in the transcripts was accurate. They either
called me by phone to tell me what to change or sent me the transcript with their handwritten
corrections. I also called the participants by phone when I wanted to clarify the meaning of a
word or situation from their particular context. Two of my participants expressed their
willingness and interest in reading my report of the completed study. On the whole, the
participants had busy lives, but they were responsive when I needed to verify some information
pertaining to them to avoid misunderstandings.
In addition, I asked a faculty member outside of my dissertation committee to read my
report independently and provide feedback. I contacted the faculty member in person about the
peer review. During our meetings we discussed the process of approaching my data, how the
findings that emerged conformed to the raw data, and possible interpretations.
The “adequate engagement in data collection” refers to the researcher spending sufficient
time with data collection and the data becoming “saturated” (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p.
31). I interviewed 21 participants and noticed that information started to repeat. I realized that I
had reached saturation and decided to stop collecting more data.
Merriam and Associates (2002) contend that providing thick rich descriptions allows the
reader to conceptualize the study and to evaluate if his/her situation corresponds to the context of
the study. In my research, I strove to include detailed descriptions and quoted the participants to
provide evidence and to communicate meaning (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).
To conclude, I collected data from interviewing my participants and corroborated the data
with the observations taken during the interviews, that is, my reflective notes from the
interviews. Further, I did member checks with the informants, used peer review, ensured
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adequate engagement in data collection, and included thick rich descriptions as strategies for
achieving credibility of the data and my trustworthiness as the researcher.
Chapter 5 presents the findings from this research.

CHAPTER 5
FINDINGS

Chapter 5 discusses the emerging themes and sub-themes and presents the findings of this
study. Four themes emerged as a result of the exploration of these Bulgarian immigrants’
perceptions of their work in the U.S.: English language, education, work, and life in America.
Twenty-one participants were interviewed, and examples of their individual stories are provided
to demonstrate the themes. The interview guide was designed to explore these Bulgarian
immigrants’ lived experiences with respect to their education, work, and life in the U.S.
Background, general, specific, and closing types of questions, along with temporal
considerations (asking about the past, present, and future of these immigrants), were all part of
the interview instrument to ensure obtaining rich data. The collected data were first analyzed by
performing open coding and developing initial categories. After that, these initial categories were
further refined through more selective coding. In the end, the four major, broad, overarching
themes emerged, which were then developed into individual sections within this chapter. The
section on English language discusses immigrant perceptions about the importance of the
English language. The section on education includes exploration of main points related to
education in Bulgaria and education in the U.S. The section on work contains discussion of
challenges with respect to work, learning at work, work and occupational preferences, immigrant
careers with respect to immigrant job or career transitions and professional development,
strategies with respect to work, and support at work and satisfaction gained from work. The
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section on life in America discusses these Bulgarian immigrants’ perceptions of immigrant life in
America, including immigrant perceptions of work in relation to family and social life,
perceptions of American culture, perceptions of finding one’s place, and self-discovery.
I wrote this chapter after analyzing the interview data. As established in the methodology
chapter, I interviewed the participants in the Bulgarian language since they expressed their
preference to be interviewed in their mother tongue because the interviewer’s native language is
also Bulgarian. Then I translated and transcribed the interviews from Bulgarian into English. I
left myself the option of using more flexibility in the translation, which is necessary when one
communicates meaning across immigrants’ home and host cultures (e.g., idioms, common
phrases). By presenting my findings in this chapter, I allow the voices of my participants to be
heard. The section that follows introduces briefly each of the participants in this study.

Introduction of Participants

The following section is an introduction to the 21 participants in this study. The section
includes the story of how each person came to the U.S, educational and work backgrounds,
current occupations, and something from the lived experience of each participant. Table 1 shows
the pseudonyms and gender of the participants.
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Table 1
Pseudonyms and Gender of Participants
Participant pseudonym
used in the study
Boyana
Bisera
Nadejda
Denitsa
Viara
Diana
Ralitsa
Vesela
Snejana
Bojana
Diliana
Stefana
Desislava
Petya
Simeon
Kamen
Krum
Dimitar
Todor
Vasil
Asen

Participant gender
(F for Female and M for
Male)
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
M
M
M
M
M
M
M

Story of Boyana

Boyana was almost 62 at the time of the study. She had two grownup children, a daughter
and a son, who were in the U.S. as well. Boyana came to the U.S. in the spring of 1998 with a
green card from a lottery. She came on her own, since her husband, whom she later divorced, did
not want to come. Her son also received a green card and joined his mother in the fall of the
same year after he finished his military service in Bulgaria. Her daughter could not obtain a
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green card immediately, as she was over 21. She came to the U.S. years later when she was
eligible for a green card.
Boyana had a higher education degree from a prominent university in Bulgaria, Technical
University – Sofia. She had a career as an engineer before coming to the U.S. However, once in
America, she completed a degree in nursing over a period of two years and is now a practicing
medical nurse in a major hospital in Illinois.
When asked what she would tell others about America, Boyana responded as follows:
Um, I would tell them that money does not grow on trees as people in Bulgaria think, and
that to earn money here is hard labor, and that in America no one gives you money
without work, and they squeeze you till the last drop for the work for which they have
hired you for. And they demand a lot from you, and they watch you. It is not easy.
However, when a person gives everything from himself, he succeeds. When the person
works with his mind and with a sense of responsibility, he can advance in the work and
have everything that he needs.
Boyana’s plan for her future was to continue working in the U.S. until retirement. She was
hoping for her “family to be able to grow,” to have grandchildren, and “to help with children and
grandchildren” as well as “to be able to travel,” since she likes travelling.

Story of Nadejda

Nadejda worked as a sterile technician in a hospital in Illinois. Before coming to the U.S.,
she was a teacher in Bulgaria. Nadejda graduated from the Plovdiv University with a major in
Bulgarian language. Although she enjoyed her profession of teacher a lot, she no longer had a
desire to continue with it and wanted to try other things in the U.S. She viewed America in the
following way:
It is a place, even in this moment of a bad economic situation, where it is easier for me
than in Bulgaria. It is more possible…it is possible to do more things....I like America –
more opportunities, more places you can go to see. You can afford more things. Life is
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more free. Um, you are accepted. I have never experienced discrimination towards
myself by anyone anywhere. There are more opportunities.
Nadejda was 39. She was recently married. In the coming years, she envisioned having a better
position at work, a house, and children to raise. Nadejda believed she could stay in the same
profession; she was hoping “just to be better.”

Story of Denitsa

Denitsa was working as a surgical nurse in Germany. She decided to come to the U.S. in
2008 as a student to refresh her knowledge of the English language and also to spend some time
with her sister and her children who were in the U.S. One week before her trip, Denitsa received
a letter that she had been selected for a green card. She believed that “everything was God’s
plan” and that God had something for her in America. During her first year in the U.S., she met
her future husband. After getting married during her second year, family became a focal point of
her life. Denitsa now has two young daughters.
Denitsa was working as a certified sterile processing technician in a hospital in Illinois.
Her experience from Germany as an operational nurse helped her to find work in her
professional field, “to enter again a hospital,” and to assist the operational staff with the
necessary instruments for surgeries.
Denitsa was hoping one day to be an operational nurse again. When her children are older
and she has more time to study, she can prepare for the tests to obtain the state diploma needed to
work as an operational nurse. Another possibility she saw was if one day she and her husband
decided to go to Germany, she would start work again there. For now, though, her family is her
first priority.
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Story of Vesela

Vesela came to the U.S. in the summer of 2008 after she won a green card lottery. In
Bulgaria, she studied public administration and completed the coursework for it. However,
Vesela could not get a diploma because she had to leave for the U.S.
After coming to the U.S., Vesela immediately started improving her English. She
graduated with a bachelor’s and a master’s of social work. Vesela works now as a social worker
at a hospital in Illinois.
Vesela is married with three children – an older son from her first marriage and two
younger children from her second marriage. Although she mostly plans for the future of her twoand-a-half-year-old twins, Vesela is hoping to prepare herself for a license she would need for
the hospital. She also wants to continue growing professionally.

Story of Diana

Diana came to the U.S. in 2006 through a green card lottery. Back in Bulgaria, she was a
doctor who specialized in pediatrics with fifteen years of experience. Beside Western medicine,
she had worked with non-traditional medicine as well, including acupuncture and homeopathy.
Diana had her own business and ran it successfully for about ten years in Bulgaria. She was
divorced, and the only family member she had was her daughter, who was pursuing a doctorate
in Bulgaria.
Diana is now working as a manager of a rehabilitation center in the U.S. She believes she
is successful in her career in the U.S. Diana has worked at her current job for two-and-a-half
years. When she started, she was responsible only for one building; now Diana is responsible for
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five buildings, including developing programs. One of the buildings under her direct supervision
is number one in profit for Illinois. Diana shared about her work experience in her life as an
immigrant:
I just work another kind of job than in Bulgaria. As a whole, the work, the approach to
the work, is the same. Um, if you have been a good worker in your motherland, you are
the same here. In my view, in America, maybe because I work, I had the opportunity to
work in large corporations that give you an opportunity for growth, um, maybe because
of the generosity, I don’t know. But I think that here it depends on where you are
working. You can start with a very low beginning and achieve a lot. This is my personal
opinion.
She mentioned that she is also taking a nursing program at a local community college, saying, “I
study, and I am hopeful for the future.”

Story of Viara

Viara came to the U.S. in the spring of 2003. She came through the green card lottery.
Viara graduated with a business administration degree at an English university in Sofia,
Bulgaria. When she came to the U.S., Viara had to think again about her career because she
could not find a job in her major, which was the reason she enrolled in a college to study two
years in physiotherapy. Viara acknowledged how being in a college had helped her:
The school helped me develop my language and to improve it as well. [It helped me] with
the culture, the American culture…Beside the language, you also develop the culture.
You develop everything.
Viara is working at a retirement home. She is 39 years old. Viara believes that coming to
America blessed her and her family. She brought her parents from Bulgaria last year, and they
are now living together in the U.S. Currently, Viara and her family are looking to buy a house
that they like and can afford. Viara is single, but she is hopeful of meeting the right person in the
future.
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Story of Ralitsa

Ralitsa came to the U.S. in 2002. In Bulgaria she was a dentist. In the U.S. she has
worked as a caregiver for 14 years now. Although in Bulgaria Ralitsa had 25 years of practice as
a dentist, in the U.S. she could not work in her profession because she had to go to school.
Ralitsa explains, “I neither have the money, nor have I the time to study. I think about
retirement.” She is 64 now, and her future plans are about retirement.
When Ralitsa came to the U.S., she learned what aspects of life in America are or are not
different from what she was used to in Bulgaria. She recalled her learning experiences:
I learned first the language. I did not know English. I also learned what the way of life in
America is. That is more different compared to the life in Bulgaria and even their way of
eating because in Bulgaria the cooking takes a couple of hours. Here [in only] for half an
hour you can prepare the meal. When you are in Bulgaria, you think that [America] is
something very special. There is no doubt that it is different. Nevertheless, everyone
thinks that his family is something more different, and so on. The relations themselves,
the relations between parents and children, are the same as in Bulgaria. The care, the
love, are all the same as in Bulgaria.
At the time Ralitsa came to the U.S., she was married, but her husband stayed in Bulgaria. They
later divorced. After that, Ralitsa stayed single. She has two grown children, a daughter and a son
who have families of their own and are settled in the U.S. Her son has two kids, and at present,
Ralitsa is looking after them and going to work during the weekends. It is typical for Bulgarian
grandparents to help their children and grandchildren.

Story of Diliana

Diliana came to the U.S. in the fall of 1997. She had a master’s degree from the
University of National and World Economy in Sofia, Bulgaria. Diliana believes that her higher
economic education from Bulgaria is “more than enough,” and since she is already in her forties,
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she does not have an intention to study any more. She has worked in transportation for nine years
now and has her own trucking business. Diliana believes that it was her destiny to come to the
U.S., a country that provides conditions for people to develop. Diliana elaborated on what made
an impression on her:
Many things surprised me at the beginning. One of the reasons why it made an
impression on me is that I am coming from a small, conservative Bulgarian town where
everyone is the same religion and we are all White people. There is no other, um, except
for the gypsies of course. There are no other nationalities, other religions, other colors,
and so on. It is a pleasant surprise that here in America every person is given a chance.
America is a blend of people from all races, from all cultures, um, Asians, South
Americans, Africans, Black, White, Yellow, Christians, Muslim, all kinds. All these
people, they are just given a chance. And all these people live here peacefully in the same
neighborhoods. For example, there could be Indians, Americans, Arabs, all kinds. All
these people under the American laws live peacefully. Their differences in the culture, in
the religion, in the race, are not obstacles for them to live peacefully.
Diliana has a father who is 87, retired, and living in Bulgaria. Although he is not
dependent on her, she sends him money a couple of times a year so he can meet his needs with
what the pension does not cover. Diliana says she has to start paying attention to her personal
life, which she has neglected since she has always been busy with her work. Diliana hopes to
find a husband, a man with whom to share her life, very soon and to have a family.
Professionally, within the coming decade, she hopes to expand the business, no matter whether
in the current area or in other areas. Looking at her age and experience, she hopes she has
already “accumulated enough experience.” In the course of eight or nine years she would like to
be “involved with something more serious,” such as developing a new business. She has
“clearly…a talent to do business,” as Diliana says: “From nothing, I do something.”
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Story of Snejana

Snejana came to the U.S. with her husband in 2012 with a green card. Her husband won
the green card lottery the year before they came to the U.S. Snejana graduated with a bachelor’s
degree from the National Academy of Arts in Sofia, Bulgaria, with a major in advertisement
design. She did not fulfill her intention of pursuing the master’s program because it became clear
that she would be coming to the U.S. However, she intends to study in the near future, when she
hopes she will have more time and better financial opportunities. Snejana is hopeful about her
situation. She wants
to be even better after three years, um, to have a little bit better orientation and a little bit
more knowledge about this, what positive things I can take from the life here, because I
am still not very well oriented. Um, and yes. I would like us to be a little bit more, even
better than [where my husband and I will be] in one year. In general, I would like us to go
only up. Who does not want that? And like that. Um, and to be better settled here. So that
we will not consider returning to Bulgaria. Because after all, you have to have some
bigger perspective. And I would like us to build a little bit upon [our foundations] and not
to live day by day.
Snejana is 27. She wants to have a child or children in the coming years. She has her
parents and grandparents in Bulgaria, and she wants to be able to afford to see them more often.
Snejana would like to buy her own house instead of renting. And she wants her husband and her
to be better settled in America.

Story of Dimitar

Dimitar has been living in the U.S. for 14 years now. He came to America in 2001.
Dimitar was 57 at the time of this study. He has one 19-year-old daughter from his first marriage,
who is now an undergraduate student in the Netherlands. His ex-wife did not want to come to the
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U.S. and stayed in Bulgaria. Dimitar is married again to an American-born woman, but they do
not have children of their own together.
Dimitar graduated from the Technical University in Sofia, Bulgaria, with a major in
internal combustion engines. He specialized in aviation engines and worked in Bulgarian civil
aviation for a major part of his life. Dimitar worked as hanger maintenance or an engineer in the
hanger and later in line maintenance, for the maintenance of different types of planes. Later, he
worked for Boeing in Bulgaria. When coming to the U.S., Dimitar transitioned from working as
a maintenance mechanic on airplanes to the same, but on trucks. He did not go to any training for
his job because he had preparation in Bulgaria. At present, Dimitar is self-employed in
transportation and works with trucking companies.
When asked about his view of America, Dimitar responded:
America is America. America is [the country of] great opportunities….It is a huge
market, big opportunities. You cannot achieve this in one small Bulgaria. It is somehow,
um, I have been there, I don’t tell you only from the viewpoint of Bulgaria, I have been
all over the world. I have been in Australia, I have been everywhere, believe me. I have a
good perspective from everywhere, from everywhere, from everywhere. I have been in
many places in Africa. I have been in Saudi Arabia, in every sheikdom and emirate. I
have been in India. I have not managed to go to China. I have been to Australia. I have
been to Thailand, the Philippines, many places. The Maldives.
Dimitar also showed his appreciation of America with a story about a sentence that he
shared. One time he read a sentence hanging on a wall. He liked the sentence because, according
to him, it captured the essence of America. “How was America built? On Courage. Imagination.
And Unbeatable Determination.” He believes that to be true.
Dimitar’s future plans are to be well. He also hopes his daughter will come to America so
they can be together as a family. But for now, she is focused on her studies and wants to
complete her bachelor’s program of study in the Netherlands.
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Story of Kamen

Kamen came to the U.S. for the first time in 1988 to visit his uncle. He went back to
Bulgaria, but things were turbulent there and he decided to come to the U.S. again in 1992.
Before leaving Bulgaria, he had been the head of a warehouse in a plant for pumps for 13 years.
In the U.S. he works as a truck driver.
Kamen is married to a Bulgarian immigrant woman he met in the U.S. Kamen has two
children from his first marriage. His son is in the U.S. His daughter and his ex-wife are in
Bulgaria. Kamen has two grandchildren from his son in the U.S. and two grandchildren in
Bulgaria from his daughter. His second wife has one son who lives separately from them in
Chicago.
Kamen believes that “when the family is good, everything is successful.” He says with
respect to immigrant life:
It is good when you are with family, with children. When you are alone, you break your
family. If you have a family, and you are alone in America, you break your family. And
you fail. You can be saved when you are with a wife, with a family.
Kamen also shared his general view of America by saying that “life in America is good. It can
give you opportunities to work … for someone that wants to progress in life, to work.”

Story of Todor

Todor came to the U.S. at the age of 13 in 1997. He is now 38. He is married to an
American-born woman and has two children, a boy and a girl. Todor has an associate degree and
a bachelor’s degree from the U.S. The associate is in computers, and the bachelor’s is in criminal
investigation of computers. He works for a top-ranked university in Chicago.
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After coming to the U.S., Todor has never returned to Bulgaria and was not able to
compare life in the U.S. with life in Bulgaria from his experience. He explains, “I don’t have
what to compare. Here [in America] we get used to the way of life and more or less you adapt
and get used to things. So there are not many surprises after years.”
His future plans include moving to another house because now he spends a lot of time
commuting to his job. He also wants to save money for his kids for the time they will be going to
school as well as for the time when he will be at retirement age because he says, “Here there is
no pension if you do not work a state job.”

Story of Bisera

Bisera’s life in America started in 1997 when she came with a green card from the
lottery. Six to seven years later she was able to bring her son from her first marriage from
Bulgaria. Bisera’s family in America consists of her second husband, her son who lives
separately, and her husband’s son who also lives separately and has a family of his own. Her
husband has a daughter in Bulgaria, who also has her own family.
Bisera was a medical nurse in Bulgaria. After coming to the U.S., she went to a school
for English. Because she loved her profession, Bisera wanted to work in the same occupation in
the U.S., but she had to go to school again. Bisera studied and worked as a certified nurse
assistant (CNA) after passing a license exam. It took her five years to graduate as a medical
nurse in the U.S. From the beginning of 2003, Bisera was already a registered nurse in the U.S.
She currently works as a full-time employee in a mental health department at a hospital in
Illinois. For the last 11 years, she has also worked at a part-time position in a regional hospital in
Illinois. However, she recently left her part-time job so she only works at her full-time job.
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Bisera is 56. She wants to retire in one year. After that, Bisera and her husband want to
go back to Bulgaria. She is hoping for her son to find the right girl and get married so she will
not worry about him when the time comes for her and her husband to leave for Bulgaria.

Story of Krum

Krum came to the U.S. in 1997 with a green card. He is 49. Krum has been married to a
Bulgarian immigrant woman he met in the U.S since 2006. They have three children: young
twins and an older son from his wife’s first marriage. They live in the suburbs of Chicago.
Krum’s education was only from Bulgaria where he graduated from a vocational
technical school in his hometown. He worked as a sound operator in Bulgaria. At present, he is
self-employed in construction and doing remodeling.
Krum believes that the life of the immigrant is difficult. However, he is optimistic about
the future. He wishes his family to be well. Also he is hoping to have work and for his business
to grow.

Story of Bojana

Bojana came to the U.S. with a green card from the lottery in 2002. She came with her
family. Bojana says her family is a big family. She has a husband, a daughter, and two twin boys.
Bojana has a semi-graduate degree in economics from Bulgaria.1 She had completed
three years of higher education in Bulgaria in the Bulgarian Economic Institute, which provides
semi-higher educational degrees according to the Bulgarian higher educational system. She has
not studied in America. With respect to her knowledge of English language, Bojana says:
1

A semi-graduate degree, the older name for a vocational degree, is the equivalent of the contemporary specialist
degree in the Bulgarian educational system.
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When I came to America, I did not know English. I went a little bit to these free schools
for English. I still want to learn a lot to [use] English, to know it. If I have an opportunity,
[I want] to go to lessons for grammar, spelling, such, in English. To learn the recipes.
At present, Bojana works as a dealer at a casino. However, she wants to be a chef one day.
Bojana faces a personal challenge, but she says, “I managed to fight the cancer. I had breast
cancer.” Asked about her future goals, she replies that the only thing she wants is this: “to be
alive and healthy [to be well].”

Story of Desislava

Desislava came to the U.S. for the first time in 1999. She came to visit her son who was a
student at a regional college in Illinois. After that, she came again in 2003. Desislava came to
live permanently in the U.S. in 2007 when her son was already an American citizen and he
applied for his parents to receive green cards. Desislava says her family consists of many
members. She has three sons, a husband, and herself.
Desislava had three higher education degrees from Bulgaria. Her first degree was in
material technical supplying from a university in Varna. Although she liked her major, she did
not work in her area of study but went to work in education. After that, Desislava graduated with
a degree in organization and management of education at the University of National and World
Economy in Sofia. And after that, she graduated with a degree in pedagogy from Stara Zagora.
At present, Desislava works as a teacher in one of the 11 Bulgarian schools in Chicagoland.
Desislava’s future goals are for her school, as well as the other Bulgarian schools in the area, to
expand their programs so more children would be able to learn their mother tongue.
When describing her first impression of how she felt and what she learned in America,
Desislava used a metaphor in the following way:
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My first impression that I learned is that I am one small ant in one huge anthill. There are
just so many people here. There is such a variety of people. But this was a little bit scary.
The second thing I have learned is that although I am a small ant in huge anthill, I am
valued as a person. I am valued for what I can do, for what I give. And every person here
in America is valued, no matter the kind of work he does.
Although Desislava believes that everyone is valued in America, she says that “everything is
achieved with a lot of hard work.”

Story of Simeon

In the spring of 2007, Simeon was in America with a work visa when his wife called him
from Bulgaria and told him that they had won the green card lottery. In the fall, he went back to
Bulgaria. He and his wife passed the interview for their immigrant visa, and at the end of March,
they were in America. They spent three years in Texas. After that, they moved to Chicago and
settled there.
Simeon works as a driver for an American company. In Bulgaria, he completed four
years at the National Sport Academy. He studied two majors. His first major prepared him to be
a trainer in water skiing and his second major prepared him to be a teacher in physical education.
He completed the requirements to become a teacher in physical education and took his state
exam. However, he has to take the exam for trainer to get a diploma. Simeon has not studied in
the U.S.
Simeon is 36 years old. He and his wife have two boys in elementary school. Simeon
appreciates his family a lot. He says:
I am blessed. I am blessed a lot with a wife who understands me, with kids who listen and
are good and like to study. The older one is eight, the younger one is six. And it is one
wonderful life experience–to know that someone is waiting for you at home. And
someone to hug you, someone to tell you that they love you–it is a wonderful living. One
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[of my boys] is in second grade; the other is in first grade. My wife works when they call
her. I have a full-time job. My family is blessed, and I am very glad for that.
Simeon believes that everything in his life is wonderful. He is glad his wife found better
work as a waitress for banquettes close to their home. Simeon says that he and his wife are
joyful.

Story of Vasil

Vasil came to the U.S. for the first time in 2006. He came for a six-month student
program to work at the Six Flags amusement park in Massachusetts. After that, he went to visit
his sister who already had a family of her own and was living in Chicago. Vasil decided to study
and improve his English, and he enrolled at a local college. While studying English, he won a
green card and returned to Bulgaria in 2007 to complete the requirements for obtaining his
immigrant status. In 2008 he was back in the U.S. with a green card. Vasil is already an
American citizen.
Vasil graduated with a bachelor’s degree in computer information systems with a major
in crystal technologies at a branch of the Technical University in Bulgaria. In the U.S., he passed
certificates offered by colleges and companies that helped him find jobs in his professional area
and progress from a technician to an engineer. Vasil currently works at a top-ranked American
company in information technology.
Vasil is 33 years old. He recently married a Bulgarian woman. Vasil’s future goals
include passing three certificates in his professional field. In the long run, he hopes to
“eventually [have] even better professional orientation, better payment, more responsibilities,
more income, and better position.”
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Story of Stefana

Stefana came from Bulgaria to the U.S. in 2000 as an exchange student. She was studying
computer science in Bulgaria at the time. After her second year as a student in Bulgaria, she
came to the U.S. again and decided she wanted to stay. Stefana graduated with a bachelor’s in
computer science from a top-ranked university in Chicago in 2007. At present, she is a software
engineer with a contract.
Stefana is 35. She married an American-born man two years ago, and they are now
expecting a girl. Stefana thinks that she and her husband are doing well. They bought a house.
She is preparing for her new role as a mother. Stefana does not intend to continue her education
at the moment. However, she is considering an MBA in the next five years. Her decision to
undertake this degree depends on her financial opportunities.

Story of Asen

Asen has been in the U.S. since 2003. He obtained a green card through his mother who
had been in the U.S. since 1997. Asen is 36 years old.
Asen has a bachelor’s degree in trade and finance from Bulgaria. He continued his
education in the U.S. and earned a master’s degree in information and technology from a
regional/local technical institute. He also obtained certificates in IT. He has a CPA certificate as
well. In Bulgaria he graduated high school with an emphasis on business that followed an
American standard.
Asen plans to study “nothing more” in the future. He believes a master’s is enough for
him. Professionally, he would consider only certificates if he has “money and desire.” As he
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says, “It depends on how things develop.” His work is technically oriented, having engineering
and IT experience. At present, he would like to remain at the same place he is now. He hopes to
work as a consultant at his current company in the near future and to become a manager or a
director in the long run because he believes that “everything has a definite time. Everything is
timing.” His personal goals are to have a family, as he is single now.

Story of Petya

Petya came to the U.S. in 1999. She arrived from Bulgaria with her whole family,
including her husband, since deceased, and two children. One of her daughters was 18 years old,
and she had already arrived in the U.S. and was attending a college the year before Petya’s
arrival. Her younger daughter was 14 at that time.
Petya had received a formal education from Sofia University in Bulgaria before coming
to the U.S. Petya graduated from the Department of Philosophy with a major in pedagogy and
psychology. Apart from that, she also graduated with a degree in journalism, again from Sofia
University. When she came to America, she enrolled in a local college so that she could improve
her English language skills and take some courses in writing, computers, and graphics. In the last
couple of years, Petya has worked as an educator at one of the Bulgarian schools in the
Chicagoland area. In the future, she plans to write books about her work with the children and
the school and their achievements.

Participants’ Demographics Information

Almost all of the participants in the study came from Bulgaria to the U.S. Only one came
from Germany after migrating to Germany. All of the immigrants now live in various cities in
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the Chicagoland area in Illinois. The U.S. Bulgarian immigrants were in age groups 25-35, 3645, 46-55, and 56-65. The biggest groups represented in the sample were 36-45 and 56-65, each
consisting of seven participants. There were four immigrants in age group 25-35. The least
represented age group was 46-55, which had only three participants. Out of the 21 participants in
this study, 14 were women and 7 were men. That is a ratio of 2:1, where two thirds were females
and one third of the participants were male. Immigrants had various occupations, including two
nurses, two certified sterile processing technicians, a social worker, two managers (a manager in
physiotherapy and a safety manager), a physiotherapist, a caregiver, a business owner, a
mechanic, two drivers, a computer programmer, a construction worker, a dealer in a casino, a
teacher, three engineers (a software engineer, a telecom engineer, and one unspecified), and two
teachers (one also an administrator, director, and entrepreneur). The main industries in which
these Bulgarian immigrants were employed included health care (eight people), transportation
(five people), information technologies (four people), education (two people), construction (one
person), and entertainment (one person). Five of the immigrants were self-employed, and three
of them were business owners. Almost all of the immigrants reported that they were employed
full time. One participant said that he decides when and how much to work and thus identified as
neither full time nor part time. The majority of the immigrants stated that they did not have any
dependent family members in Bulgaria. Only two of the participants reported they had an elderly
parent who was financially dependent on them.
The distribution of immigrants by gender, industry, and age group is presented in Figures
2-4. A summary of the participants’ demographic information is presented in Table 2.
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Women 67%
Men 33%

Figure 2. Distribution of participants by gender.

Health care 38.1%
Transportation 23.8%
Information Technology
(IT) 19%
Education 9.5%
Construction 4.8%
Entertainment 4.8%

Figure 3. Distribution of participants by industry.

103

Age group 25-35, 19.05%
Age group 36-45, 33.33%
Age group 46-55, 14.29%
Age group 46-55, 33.33%

Figure 4. Distribution of participants by age group.

Table 2
Participants’ Demographics Information
Participants

Gender

Age
group

Occupation

Full-time
(FT) or Parttime (PT)
employment

Boyana
Bisera
Nadejda

Female
Female
Female

56-65
56-65
36-45

FT
FT
FT

Denitsa

Female

25-35

FT

No

Viara
Diana

Female
Female

36-45
46-55

FT
FT

No
No

Ralitsa
Vesela
Snejana
Bojana
Diliana

Female
Female
Female
Female
Female

56-65
36-45
25-35
36-45
46-55

PT
FT
FT
FT
FT

No
No
No
No
No

Stefana

Female

36-45

Nurse
Nurse
Sterile
technician
Sterile
technician
Physiotherapist
Manager in
Physiotherapy
Caregiver
Social worker
Safety manager
Dealer (casino)
Business owner,
self-employed
Software
engineer

Having
dependent
family
members in
Bulgaria
No
No
No

FT

No

Table continued on next page
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Table cont. from previous page
Desislava
Petya

Female
Female

56-65
56-65

Simeon
Kamen

Male
Male

25-35
56-65

Krum

Male

46-55

Dimitar

Male

56-65

Todor

Male

36-45

Vasil
Asen

Male
Male

25-35
36-45

Teacher
Teacher,
educator, selfemployed
Driver
Truck driver,
self-employed
Construction
worker, selfemployed
Mechanic, selfemployed
Computer
programmer
Engineer
Engineer

FT
FT

No
Yes

FT
FT

No
No

FT

No

-

Yes

FT

No

FT
FT

No
No

Emerging Themes

I identified four themes and multiple sub-themes that organically arose from the
participants’ responses to the semi-structured interview questions. The four major themes–
English language, education, work, and life in America–emerged as a result of interviewing 21
Bulgarian immigrants in this study. Definitions of these are provided below.
English language is defined as the English language spoken in the United States. By
knowing the English language, the participants in this study meant reading, writing, and speaking
English language skills. Some of the participants further distinguished between conversational,
or everyday English, and formal English, such as academic English required at U.S. colleges and
universities, as well as professional English needed at work.
Education in this study refers to education of adult immigrants in U.S. institutions of
higher education. This study also revealed immigrants’ prior educational experience from their
home country. In this study, Bulgarian immigrants, who are first-generation immigrants, shared
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their perceptions of their experience with their education obtained in formal institutions, such as
college and universities, in both Bulgaria and the U.S.
Work encompasses immigrants’ formal and informal experiences with and at work. Life
in America is defined as one’s perceptions of his or her new environment in the host country.
The four major themes are represented as the main elements in Figure 5. The sections on the
emerging themes (English language, education, work, and life in America) follow with examples
from the participants’ interviews and findings.

WORK

BULGARIAN
IMMIGRANTS’
LIVED
EXPERIENCES

ENGLISH
LANGUAGE
EDUCATION

LIFE IN AMERICA

Figure 5. Lived experiences of Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland area.
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English Language
“The language simply opens doors” (Nadejda, 2015)

Many of the Bulgarian immigrants acknowledged that without the English language they
would not have careers. English helped them a lot. They needed the language to study at the
college level, get a job, and be successful at work. For example, Viara stated the following with
respect to her admission requirements in her chosen program of study:
Oh, nothing can be done without the English language, in the sense that I had to first
learn English…There is a condition that you know English. You go to take a test in
English before you enter the program, and mathematics, what was it? So you just have to
know English, otherwise you cannot be admitted.
Another participant, Stefana, acknowledged, “I would have not graduated from school
without the English.” Asen also stated that the language was needed for his master’s program at
a U.S. higher education institution:
Because I entered for the master’s degree level and there it is not acceptable [not to know
English]. Um, you have to do presentations, and to be active, and there are group
projects. You have to participate actively. And for a master’s degree level, it is a much
higher level. Because [the students at the master’s level] are no longer some children that
study, um, like after high school. Because [my classmates] work. They are
professionals….I had [a classmate who was] a CEO in a pharmaceutical company. So, it
is serious work.
Another Bulgarian immigrant in the study, Vasil, shared his thoughts about the value of
the English language:
Um, in every way, [the English language helped] a lot. All materials that I have studied
for the certificate are in English. The English language is the base, and I would say it is
good preparation because without it, no matter how much you know the other things, if
you cannot understand it in English….So in any case, it helped me a lot, the English
language.
Vasil needed to understand English to prepare for the certificate.
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Many of the Bulgarian immigrants took English language classes in the U.S. before they
continued with their professional careers. Some of them felt that they did not have enough
preparation in language from Bulgaria. Asen reflected on his knowledge of English during his
first years in the U.S. and his need to take English language courses:
Let’s say that [the English language] was the first thing I had to fight with here. Because I
studied English in Bulgaria in school, but for me this is nothing. And the first years…I
went to courses….The idea is because I have taken English 101, these classes are taken
by students after high school. I have taken this with Americans. Everyone has taken these
courses. That is why I did not take the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language)
because I had these classes. They have even more weight.
Vesela also felt the need to start with the English language:
Um, of course I started immediately with English because I had to start from there. Um, I
did not speak English at all. I had very minimal knowledge that I studied in grades 5, 6,
and 7 there. Every year a different teacher. Every teacher has started you from the same
place and has taken you to the same place. And we cannot say that we know more than
the pronouns and how to conjugate them. And the irregular verbs, for example. This is
the only thing I knew. And some simple sentences, but I could not have a conversation. I
could not understand. It was a big frustration. Like that.
Boyana reflected on her past English language experience in Bulgaria. She recalled that
in Bulgaria the languages were the hardest subjects for her. Boyana had studied English and
Russian in school. When she received a green card, it had been many years since she graduated
from school. Boyana went to take a test to define her English language level so she could be
admitted to an ESL class. She remembers:
Um, the grammar was not a problem for me because I have more logical thinking. So the
grammar I am good there, morphology, and such. However, I do not have a mechanical
memory, and it was difficult for me to remember words. To remember, I have to connect
them somehow, um... But when I took this test to define my level, they told me I have a
very good memory [laughs]. What I have learned, well, almost…well, you cannot
remember everything, but I remember the grammar. And here when I applied for the ESL
class, they accepted me in the last level. In fact, I had to study only two semesters, the
last two levels, right. There are five levels at [the local college] and I had to take the last
two. And I cannot say that my English is good, but now at the hospital everyone knows
that I know all the languages in the world.
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Since Boyana spoke Bulgarian (her mother tongue), Russian, and English, and also had
knowledge of other languages of countries in the Balkans, Eastern Europe, and Western Europe,
her colleagues at work thought that she knew “all the languages in the world.”
Some of the participants shared that English was helpful to find a desired job and perform
it. Snejana shared:
Well, it helped me a lot. For example, it helped me in that, for example, to work a special
type of job. Because you know if you do not have any English, they would most probably
not take you at the interview. So I can say it helped me to be able to work the job I am
working. And it is not something that was required you to know. I don’t know how to
explain. It is not that it is something very special, but it is something that you cannot do if
you do not know English.
Nadejda reflected on the role of the English language in her career:
Oh, it helps a lot. As much English as you know, it helps you grow better, higher, easier,
yes. The language simply opens doors. Without English…if I did not know English, they
would not have taken me at this job. It is just a necessity. You communicate with people,
with the boss, with…in general with surgical staff, to have contact with the surgical staff
who wants specific instruments that I have to prepare. Without understanding the
language, I would not know what they needed because we serve surgical staff. Our
department serves the surgical staff. The language is necessary. We communicate with
them via phone. Without the language, it cannot happen. The language helps a lot.
Nadejda illustrates the Bulgarian immigrant’s view that language is important for a person’s
career, including finding a job, communication at work, and performing job responsibilities.
Similar to other Bulgarian immigrants, Nadejda identified the need to know the English language
for her language socialization at work, which was also needed for her work success.
Another participant, Diana, shared that since she came to the U.S. she has always worked
in the same professional environment, health care. She believed that developing her professional
English language had an impact on her self-confidence at work. Diana stated:
Because every environment has its own language, its own terminology. Um, I go to
school, but it is again in the area of health care. Passing through different fields in health
care enriches my medical terminology and makes me more confident in my use of
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[professional] language. I do not talk about [casual] spoken language, um, to go buy
things. The professional language makes me more confident in my professional English
medical language.
A different view was expressed by two of the Bulgarian immigrants in this study. They
expressed their perceptions of how much English was “enough” or “needed” to have a job.
Simeon stated, “I did not know English so well, but again I had a job and a very well paid [job].”
Kamen also commented that not a lot of the English language was needed for his work. Simeon
elaborated on his work experience as a delivery person. He said:
Now, if you are going to need [the English language] for work specifically, I will tell you
that you can enter in or stay to leave the package, and only to say, “Hello.” It is not
necessary for a person to know English perfectly, to know English very well. It can be
normal. For example with one, “Hello. How are you? Where are you going?” and so on.
It is still enough.
For Simeon and Kamen little English was needed for them to do their jobs. They were both
drivers. Perhaps for certain occupations, such as drivers, it is not necessary for one to have a
mastery of English. Immigrants can still perform their job duties well.
On the other hand, according to Ralitsa, “to be able to live in one country, you have to
speak the language.” Bisera acknowledged that the English language helped her a lot. It helped
her in her education and helped her to learn more about her profession. She believed that people
who come to the U.S. without English take a lot of time to manage and progress in life. Bisera is
convinced that
the language here is number one for you to be able to [advance or work]. The first thing
that people have to do here [is to learn the language] so that they can [advance or work].
It’s not possible without the English language. It’s not possible. Even when the patients
come with languages, [patients] who are Spanish speaking, and I tell them, “Watch
television, study English. It’s not possible without English here.” It’s not possible without
English here. Even people who come here with English, it takes time for them to advance
here.
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Bisera’s advice to her patients was for them to learn the language. Other participants also
acknowledged the importance of the English language with respect to working with clients.
Although Kamen thought that for his work (as a driver), the language was not needed very much
and that the work experience and the practice were more important, he said, “I have [the English
language] because you always work with agents when you go for delivery, for pick-up.” Krum
elaborated on his view of knowledge of English and working with clients in his industry:
Well, it helped me a lot because if you don’t know English, there is no way you can
understand your clients. In my case, it happened that beside English, I learned Russian
too. Um, I had studied it in Bulgaria, but only in school. Here the spoken Russian is a
little bit different. And Russian is spoken, and in English mostly is the basic language.
But I think if you do not know English in this business, there is no way to work unless
you only work with Bulgarians, as I am, or with Russians, Polish.
Krum believed he had to know English to be able to work in construction.
Viara acknowledged that her studies at college helped her improve not only her English
language skills but also helped her adapt to American culture. She said:
In fact, the school helped me develop my language, to improve it as well. And with the
culture, the American culture, which was the other factor. But beside the language, you
also develop the culture. You develop everything.
Knowing the language and the culture of one’s host country is important for one’s adaptation. In
this respect, Viara continued explaining about establishing relationships with colleagues at her
work:
And this was also a problem to make connections, to have a conversation with colleagues
and so on, which continues even at my job now. Um, it is difficult, but it is not
impossible, right, to get along with the team of colleagues.
Diliana also talked about how her circumstances and environment forced her to start
using English and improve faster:
Well, in my case, every person and their intellectual abilities, the talents are different. In
my case, I started to speak English from the very beginning because I have people who
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are close to me here, and they are here five, not to say ten years and their English
language is very limited. But in my case, it happened so that, the circumstances that I
arrived in Aurora, Illinois in 1997, there were almost no Bulgarians. There were only two
to three Bulgarians, who [lived] far away from one another, and I was always in an
environment with Americans. And my first job was in such an American environment
because I did not have any other choice. And in fact, from the very beginning, no matter
how limited the English language, I had to talk. So in my case, I developed my English
language very fast.
Diliana believed that communication at work had not been an obstacle for her because she “was
just forced from the first days to communicate in English, and I quickly improved. But if I did
not know English, maybe this would have created big obstacles for me.” The need to speak
English at work enhanced her adaptation.
To sum up, the participants in the study acknowledged the importance of knowing the
language of the country they live in. It was important for communication, to be able to work, to
be successful in life, and to be able to live in another country. This view is illustrated by Ralitsa:
Um, [the English language] helped me because you know what it is about. Otherwise, if
you don’t know English, how would you understand? Otherwise you are like a deaf
person who cannot talk. You have to know the [English] language so you can work. And
in general, to succeed in life…To be able to live in one country, you have to speak the
language.
Participants often used phrases like “without the [English] language,” “[the language]
helps [me] a lot,” and “[you] need the [English] language” in their narratives. These three
phrases were most frequently used when participants spoke about the English language. Other
similar phrases used by some of the Bulgarian immigrants included the following expressions:
“language is necessary” (Nadejda), “language is number one” (Bisera), “the English language is
the base…it is good preparation” (Vasil), “this [English language] was the first thing I had to
fight with here” (Asen), “I started immediately with English because I had to start from there”
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(Vesela), and “the knowledge of the English language is the base” (Asen). All of these
expressions signify the importance of the English language in these Bulgarian immigrants’ lives.
Findings from this section are the following:
1. The interviewed Bulgarian immigrants believed that knowledge of the English
language helped them with career advancement.
2. The interviewed Bulgarian immigrants acknowledged that “to be able to live in one
country, you have to speak the language.”
Besides discussing the importance of knowing the English language in their host country,
including their language competence, these Bulgarian immigrants provided information about
their educational background. A section on the emergent theme of education follows.

Education

All of the Bulgarian immigrants came from the Bulgarian educational system. Two thirds
of the participants had higher education degrees from Bulgaria. Two of the immigrants had
completed their coursework but did not complete their thesis to fulfill the final requirement and
get a diploma because they left the country.

Education from Bulgaria
The higher education system in Bulgaria includes four types of degrees.2 The specialist
degree has a vocational orientation and usually takes three years to complete. It provides its
holder the opportunity to continue his studies for a bachelor’s or join the workforce. The study of
an individual pursuing first, or bachelor’s degree, lasts from four to five years, and the acquired
2

http://www.fulbright.bg/en/p-Educational-System-of-Bulgaria-18/
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training provides him with opportunities for work. A person pursuing a second, or master’s,
degree has to complete a program of study after his bachelor’s degree that takes between one and
two years. Finally, the requirement for a third, or Ph.D., degree is at least three years of study
after the completion of a master’s degree or four years after the bachelor’s degree.
All of the Bulgarians immigrants came from the Bulgarian educational system. Two
thirds of the participants had higher education degrees from Bulgaria. Two of the immigrants had
completed their coursework in Bulgaria but had not completed their thesis to fulfill the final
requirement because they had to leave the country to meet the U.S. green card requirements.
Immigrant appreciation of their Bulgarian education. Some of the immigrants valued
their education in Bulgaria. For example, Diliana shared with respect to her education in
Bulgaria:
Well, the first thing [that I have done to prepare myself for work] is a good education
which comes from Bulgaria. From Bulgaria I have…at the time I was in Bulgaria, during
those years, the best education of that time, the University of National and World
Economy, which is a higher degree in economics, which in America they equate it as a
master’s degree, MBA master’s degree, business administration. Although in Bulgaria
they told me this was not the equivalent for a master’s that I have because at that time
there was no master’s. But according to my coursework and the hours I have taken, here
such an agency that equates education, equated my degree to a master’s degree. In other
words, education helps. And another thing, the life experience and the business
experience. After I graduated in Bulgaria, I worked for four years at [a bank] which
doesn’t exist [anymore]. And here in America I worked for [a bank], also for four years
before I started running my business.
Diliana believed that she received a good education in Bulgaria, which together with her life and
work experiences prepared her for both the Bulgarian and the U.S. labor market.
Another participant, Vasil, also believed that he began his employment preparation in
Bulgaria. He stated with respect to his training:
The most important thing that I passed was a CISCO certificate. It is called Certified
Network Associate of CISCO. This is the first of a couple of certificates that means that
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if you passed it, you are allowed to work with CISCO equipment and do things with
computer networks. And, in general I have preparation from Bulgaria. I have earned a
Bachelor’s degree in computer information systems in Bulgaria. This has helped me a lot
to study for the exam for the certificate to prepare for it.
Vasil acknowledged that his studies in Bulgaria helped him prepare for the certificate exam in
the U.S.
Some of the young Bulgarian immigrants had taken advantage of the Summer Work
Travel (SWT) program in the U.S. while they were students in Bulgaria. The program is known
as Work & Travel USA among Bulgarian students. Four of the participants reported they had
considered the opportunity to learn more about life in America through participating in the SWT
program. For example, reflecting back on his experience of participating in this program, Vasil
shared what surprised him:
Well, when I started working in America when I was at a student working program [SWT
program]. This was my first experience at the very beginning. I got surprised by the
organization of the working place, how many, even the work that you do…how the
company is dealing with the workers. While in Bulgaria this has not been that way there.
I don’t know now, this might have changed. But [in Bulgaria] they do not devote that
much time to work with the workers, to see the working place, what the challenges are.
With the people that we worked together [in the U.S.], at the end we had a big and
unbelievable encouragement, saying “We are very pleased with you,” and constant
encouragement from our managers, always [saying] “good job.”
Vasil’s experience in the SWT program helped him observe a different way of working and work
relations.
Recognition of Bulgarian immigrant credentials in the U.S. Bulgarian immigrants shared
that they could not start work immediately with only their degrees from Bulgaria. For example,
after coming to the U.S., Ralitsa realized she would not be able to continue working as a dentist
unless she passed some exams. Another immigrant, Diana also could not work as a pediatrician
regardless of her Bulgarian education in this field and many years of work experience there. She
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also had to pass exams, for which she needed time, which she currently did not have because of
her work commitments.
Coming to the U.S., Denitsa found out that although she had graduated as a surgical nurse
in Germany, she could not start working immediately at the same level with her diploma.
Reflecting on her work experience at the beginning, she shared:
I had to start from the beginning because they do not recognize much of the way we
study in Germany here. Because there it is considered a vocational school and here you
have to be at a university, or again, to have graduated from college. And there it is more
of a vocational school. And they do not recognize it here. So I had the opportunity to start
everything again for my profession or to undertake something else which, as you know
when you come to a new place, you first try to find out how to make money and not to,
um, look for a way to start to study. Um, for everyone it is different.
Denitsa pointed out the differences in her professional field, nursing, in two countries.
Being in the same profession as Denitsa, Bisera commented that her Bulgarian diploma
was not recognized in the U.S. and she had to study again to be able to work as a nurse. Diliana
was the only immigrant who stated that she had an evaluation of her Bulgarian diploma done,
which was equated to a master’s degree in the U.S., and she found work with it at a bank.

Education in the U.S.

Some of the participants in the study discussed their motivation for obtaining a U.S.
higher education degree and their challenges with studying in the U.S. as well as their support
and successes in the U.S. higher education system.
Motivation for obtaining a U.S. higher education degree. Bulgarian immigrants had
different motivations for deciding to pursue a U.S. educational degree. For example, Vesela, who
was a single mom, identified the need to study something quickly because by juggling a couple
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of long-hour and low-paid jobs she was not able to support her child. Other immigrants believed
they were too old to study or there was no need. Diliana illustrated this thought by saying:
I decided not to engage with studying because it is just not necessary at such an age,
right? If I am at the age of 20, yes, but if you are 40, I don’t think it is necessary for me to
start studying, because I have many other things that I have to finish and I do not have
time anymore.
Diliana, who was educated in Bulgaria, did not want to pursue studies in the U.S. as well,
especially considering her age.
Similarly, two of the older participants thought they were too old to pursue studies. For
example, Ralitsa stated that she did not want to study and was thinking about retirement. If she
had come when she was younger, at the age of 40, she said she would have considered studying.
Desislava believed that since she did not obtain a U.S. degree, despite having three
Bulgarian degrees, she could not work successfully in other areas besides what she was currently
doing, that is, teaching at the Bulgarian school in Chicagoland.
I cannot be completely successful in other areas here. I don’t know how to formulate it.
That I haven’t graduated here in America and I am not at the level of the people
graduating in America, this is somehow depressing for me. Because in Bulgaria, you
have graduated in accordance with the Bulgarian standards. You can do things the way
you have studied them. Since I have not studied here, apart from the Bulgarian school,
which is the main and satisfying thing for me, for example, I would not be able to be
successful, for example, at a college here, you see…
Desislava believed that with only the Bulgarian education she could not just start instructing at a
college in the U.S. She continued:
The education itself is different; the requirements themselves are different. Not that this is
not possible to do, but…this is sometimes unsatisfying because I talk personally about
myself. For example, if you are younger, you can defend here, study, and so on. But, I do
not want to do it anymore. At a certain age, it is somehow already…it loses its meaning.
In this sense, this is what I can say. The sense of unsatisfaction [sic] comes because you
have lived in a different world. It is not the case with you, neither with my children. It is
easier for adaptation to take place. With us, [older adults], when you are at this age, this
is harder.
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Desislava expressed her regret that she did not study or work at an American college or
university. But she thought at her age, she was too old to pursue more studies.
Similar to Desislava, although not as old, Krum also regretted not studying in the U.S.
Looking back at his career decisions, Krum reflected with regret:
If I came to America now, I would do something to study something. I regret that I have
not done that before. Um, I was searching for a job, I was looking to make money, and I
did not think that much. Now, I understand that for your future good when you invest in
education, no matter how long this study would be, the important thing is to graduate.
You will have a profession, and then you can have a career.
Krum saw the value of education for “your future good.” However coming to the U.S., he had to
start working to make his living.
Immigrants who established their own businesses in the U.S. did not study a major again
in the U.S. They believed they were successful at what they did in the U.S.
Challenges with studying in the U.S. Some immigrants had difficulty navigating the U.S.
educational system. For example, Boyana discussed the differences in U.S. and Bulgarian
educational systems:
It was a very difficult program and I prayed a lot to be able to give everything from
myself because you no longer know is it day, is it night? Every day, tests, homework, and
you know here they do not joke. They do not teach you in school. They give you
everything for you to study at home, only they throw you the PowerPoints. And, I am not
used to that. In Bulgaria I have been, I have graduated from MEI. They give you the basic
things. They explain to you. You still have to study at home, but when I studied at school
as well, they tell you the lesson, and even if you do not study at home, you have
remembered something [laughs]. And here, absolutely, they just throw you in
PowerPoints, some general things, and at the end, at the exams, tests, they give you
completely different material. They do not give you what they have told you, right? And,
it was very difficult. I have never managed to read everything, but God has helped me,
and I always had above 80% because in nursing, you have to have above 75% otherwise
they fail you directly.
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Like other immigrants, Boyana was growing up and doing well in the Bulgarian education
system. Coming to the U.S., she expected the method of instruction and taking exams to be
similar to what she was used to in Bulgaria. However, coming to a different system, it took time
for her to learn it.
One of the immigrants, Snejana, who was young and recently came to the U.S., shared
that she wanted to continue her education. However, she experienced difficulties with learning
the financial aid system; she missed the deadlines for financial aid and did not enroll in college.
Vesela explained how she had not been oriented at the beginning of her studies:
When I started studying, I was taking financial aid. And so, I had absolutely no concept
what I would study and how I would study it. I had no idea from rules…I had no
conception of how I had to chase the goal that I had placed [in front of me]. I did not
know the system. No one made an orientation for me, so I started choosing classes in
terms of how I liked them. I want to study literature. I want to study art. I want to know a
little bit about computers. And, I studied from here and there…but in fact, no one asked
me what my goal was, what my final purpose was, right, what I wanted to study, what I
had to do, how to do it, nothing. I only studied from here and there, and I made an
evaluation after a while. So up to this point, I had taken six semesters full-time, classes
that were not being used anywhere. Six semesters!...Someone just had to give me
direction from the beginning, to orient me to know what I was doing.
Not having a clear direction to follow made Vesela to lose her motivation in school. In her own
words, she explained, “And, because I am not motivated, um, I am a tired, single mom. I worked
at two jobs at one point.” In addition to working two jobs, Vesela experienced a lot of demands
on her time. She continued her story:
It was a heavy work load anyway, and I got tired. And, because I did not like what I was
studying, I was not motivated, and I did not know about academic performance. One day
I went to see, but I didn’t have any idea what I was doing, you see. At the moment, I was
going with the flow, so I went to register. They told me, “You cannot register because
your financial aid is on hold,” and I had no idea what this thing meant. They told me,
“Oh, this is bad.” I said, “Why is this on hold?” Um, I was already confused, and they
say, “You cannot register. Your hold cannot be removed until you go and see a
counselor.”
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Vesela learned about academic performance after the fact. She believed that her many
obligations affected her negatively.
These examples from Boyana, Snejana, and Vesela illustrate that Bulgarian immigrants
had to learn to navigate the U.S. educational system, which was a new system for them and
different from the Bulgarian system with which they were familiar.
Some of the immigrants shared that they had to work while studying. Out of the nine
participants who studied or currently study in the U.S., only one did not work while studying
because her husband supported her.
Support – Administration, friends, and family. To overcome challenges in the U.S. higher
education system, Bulgarian immigrants relied on support, including administration, friends, and
family.
Vesela explained how she was helped by a counselor:
God sent me this woman, who was my counselor. For 20 minutes this woman opened my
eyes so much that she turned my life around, the direction of everything I was doing, you
see. She turned my whole direction around. First, she very delicately, very tenderly, very
carefully, with a great respect, she scolded me for the GPA that had dropped. And after
that, she asked me what the reason was for my GPA dropping because when she looked
at my history, it had not been like that. So, I told her, “I am tired. I cannot anymore. I
cannot endure, and I don’t know what to study.” And she, the woman, sat and explained
to me: “The educational system works like that in America. You have to do this like this
and that like that…And the woman gave me such simple advice, such practical advice.
And, she opened my eyes so much that, I became embarrassed a lot at first. And then,
however, I became encouraged. And, in fact, I understood that first, I still have a chance,
and second, I actually know how to use this chance.
The counselor helped Vesela to understand her situation and the system. Vesela felt hopeful that
in the future she can overcome challenges and be successful.
Boyana found/received support from a friend. She recalled:
And so, at the end I received the results that I have been admitted. I did not know that
you have to take pre-requisites in the nursing program, sociology and other subjects. And,

120
people usually take everything, and after that, they take only nursing because it is very
hard. And, I did not know that it is that way because I went to take this entry exam
sometime at the end of November. And here we lived, my son’s best friend, he came as
an international student from Bulgaria, and he was living at our place, and he said, “Why
don’t you take some classes now to enroll in the spring semester, to help yourself.” And,
I enroll for two classes. After that, in the summer two more classes, so only two classes
were left for the fall semester when I started…After that, the next summer I took more
classes. And so, I managed to finish while I was also working full-time.
A friend helped Boyana by advising her how to make a reasonable course schedule and manage
her time while working full time.
A few of the immigrants received financial support or financial aid for their studies. For
example, Vesela took financial aid to pursue a bachelor’s degree. Another participant, Kamen,
thought that providing financially for his wife’s studies would help her improve her work
situation. He believed that “while one is working, the other can study. In my case, it took five
years for my wife to study to get her diploma. And, now she is better.” Kamen paid for his wife’s
education in the U.S.
Success in U.S. higher education system. Bulgarian immigrants perceived they were
successful when they graduated, got their diplomas, and obtained certificates or licenses in their
professional fields in the U.S. Some of the participants had future plans to obtain certificates or
license and thus to continue professionally developing their careers.
To conclude, this section explored the educational experiences of the Bulgarian
immigrants in U.S. higher education institutions. Findings from this section are:
1. Education degrees from Bulgaria (a specialist degree, bachelor’s, and master’s) for
the participants in this study were not recognized in the U.S., and they needed to
obtain an evaluation of their degree or start their education again in the U.S.
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2. These Bulgarian immigrants wanted to find their place and believed that having a
U.S. degree would help them achieve that. However, a Bulgarian degree was
sufficient for the immigrants who established their own businesses in the U.S.
3. Motivation to pursue education and obtain a U.S. higher education degree depended
on the immigrants’ perceived personal circumstances.
4. These Bulgarian immigrants experienced challenges, including navigating the new
and different U.S. higher education system and combining work and study.
5. These Bulgarian immigrants overcame challenges in the U.S. higher education system
by receiving support from administration, friends, and family.

Work

Challenges with Respect to Work

Although a few of the participants stated that they did not have any barriers with respect
to their work, the majority identified challenges they had to overcome, especially at the
beginning of their immigrant work experiences.
English language as a challenge. The main challenge that the participants in the study
pointed out was with the English language. Desislava stated, “The barriers and challenges are,
for example, the perfect mastering of English.” Although not all of the participants identified the
need to have a full mastery of the English language, many of them acknowledged that knowing
English is useful.
Krum described a situation when he experienced difficulty due to language at his first
job. He remembered:
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Um, my first job that I had as a limo driver was difficult because I did not understand
anything. I was communicating with the dispatcher only through the radio station. And
through the radio station you cannot hear very well what they tell you. And there was
even a case when I was looking for a hotel two hours because I could not understand. It
was [name of a local hotel], but when he is telling me through the radio station, I am
hearing something completely different. And I could not get to the place on time and the
client was slowed down and that was…And they called me. The dialect…The language is
very important, not only in this case, but in general. Otherwise, in other situations, at least
in the work I was doing now, the language is not a barrier.
Krum had difficulty understanding the accent of his dispatcher over the radio station, which
affected his work.
A different point of view was presented by Vasil, who spoke about his accent being
understood by other people. He said:
In general, I had very little challenges which I cannot say are challenges. Um, this that
our accent as Eastern Europeans…This is a little bit of a challenge, because this is always
the case when you are not a Native English speaker in the sense that you did not grow up
in America…This is one of the biggest challenges for me, to say that besides that we
have not been born in America, and um, our accent is recognizable by the Americans,
more or less. It is a very small part of them. I don’t know if they do it unconsciously or
on purpose, that they pretend that they do not understand us completely, and they want
what I have told them to tell them a couple of more times until they understand it, right,
which is fine. Well, I already got used to it, and I do it attentively.
Mostly, Vasil had to explain to teachers the new technology he and his colleagues were changing
in the schools. He had to interact with teachers and explain to them some of the new technology
so that they could use it.
Learning at work as a challenge. Some of the participants talked about challenges they
had with learning at their workplace. For example, Nadejda shared she had to remember a lot of
job-specific information while working. She said:
Um, for example the name of the instruments was a challenge. I had to learn their
names in the process of work. Um, what other challenges…Um, even the work
itself. To remember, because there is a lot of information. The stabilizers
themselves, the temperatures, the way they sterilize, for example, the way of
packing the instruments, all the…In the process, there were many challenges at
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the beginning with new things. Until I memorize all this information, and which is
after which and how, and to make a connection with one another – why do we do
something in a particular way? Because there are more delicate instruments that
sterilize in a particular sterilizer on a particular temperature that cannot be in the
one that sterilizes others, and so, you see.
For Nadejda, learning her new job at the beginning was a challenge. She had to learn the names
of the instruments, how to manage the equipment, and to make sense of the work process.
A few of the participants talked about learning new technology and its use at work. Diana
described her challenges:
So we are completely computerized, um, my work is completely computerized. And this
might be my frustration with the technology. So my work is on the computer and they
constantly send us newer and newer technology, and I learn it. These are my barriers until
I understand what it is about, how to work with this software. Um, these are my, how to
say, maybe the barriers. In reality, they give us an extremely good technology, but
sometimes this gives me, from the previous question, frustration because I cannot manage
fast with the technology. This is my problem.
Although Diana had an appreciation for the merits of the newly introduced technology at work,
she shared it was difficult for her to keep up with learning it.
Kamen reflected on difficulties during the first years of his work in the U.S. when
technology was not as developed as it is today or it was lacking. He said:
You have to prepare yourself to have the necessary hours, um, to take the load, to have
time to upload it. This is it. You have to make a plan – from where to pass because you
know it is constantly traffic and you have to know from where to pass, from where to go
around. All of this the first years was very difficult because when I started in 1997, there
was no good phone, um, like it is nowadays with these GPS. At that time, there were no
such things. There was only the address and one map. Using the map, I make a list – at
this stop, at that stop, from the nearest…But now the GPS helps a lot. But although it
helps, sometimes it gives wrong directions. Everything is in the practice because I judge
from the time back - from the moment they give me the information, um, the address,
regardless of the GPS, I already have an idea where I can cross, where to pass so that I
will be able to arrive there faster. And as always, my bosses call me, “When would you
be there?” I say, “I am already here.” [They say:] “Ah.”
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Kamen’s employers were satisfied with his job performance and punctuality. Kamen compared
how he performed his job in the past with how he was doing it now with technology. He pointed
out that new technology was helpful, but at the same time, it had imperfections.
The examples provided above demonstrate that although Nadejda, Diana, and Kamen
were employed by different companies, they experienced challenges with learning at work.
Nadejda and Kamen acknowledged that one learns in the process of work and in practice.
Industry-specific challenges. Some of the Bulgarian immigrants identified challenges
specific to the business or industry they were working in. For example, Petya, who was working
in the field of education, reflected on difficulties that pertained to her school. She described,
“Um, difficult moments are finding good personnel, finding a good base [building]. These are
the things that create the most difficulty in the process.”
Krum, who worked in construction, identified the following as a challenge in his field of
work:
A barrier can be for me, um, I had such clients who are very capricious, they are not, how
to say it, they are not honest; what he says, he does not do it. Um, he starts coming up
with reasons not to pay me, he is looking for a calf under the bull. These kinds of cases. I
had these situations. It is in every business. This is what could be a barrier for me.
Both Krum and another participant, Diliana, pointed out that people, whether clients or
employees, can create problems in doing business.
Diliana, who owned a business, discussed challenges specific to the trucking industry.
She stated with respect to her business:
Um, the challenges and the barriers in my work are every day [laughs]. Just the
transportation business, this is something that in English is called “challenges”, right,
starting with the weather, because the trucks are outside 24/7. Starting with winter
storms, snow, hurricanes, tornadoes, whatever it is, the list is very long. The weather
itself can cause a lot of problems. Um, the oil prices. The competition is very strong,
sometimes even not loyal competition. Sometimes, there are people even inside the firm
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who are capable of creating such situations that are not in the interests of the firm. In a
way to work towards sabotaging the firm if they can, whether they can is another thing.
And the list is very, very long. These are some things that are somehow easier to prevent.
There are others that are more serious, and it takes a longer time to overcome. But this is
the nature of all people that have any kind of business, so if a person is afraid of the
difficulties, he should not start such a thing [business] at all.
Diliana pointed out that there were many challenges not only in her business but in any other
types of business as well, but they could be overcome. She believed that personal qualities, such
as not being afraid of obstacles, were required for someone to undertake a business.
To sum up, challenges with respect to work for Bulgarian immigrants in the study were
specific to one’s occupation and work environment. Bulgarian immigrants experienced
challenges with respect to the English language, learning at work, and the industry they were
working in.

Learning at Work

The Bulgarian immigrants discussed how they learned from their work experiences, the
best way to learn for their job, and how to learn about job and/or career opportunities.
Learning from one’s work experience/engagements. The Bulgarian immigrants in the
study had various learning experiences from their engagements with work. Some developed
personal qualities and behaviors with respect to work. For example, Boyana learned to be
calmer, while Nadejda and Vesela learned patience. As Vesela reflected on her learning
experience at work, “Everybody has some drama in their life. And you have to be patient with
everybody. Everybody is going through something.” Viara added another point by saying:
Well, in general, [I have learned] that you have to accept everyone, um, the way he is. To
tolerate people, and not to judge because people are very different. We are very different,
and just, um, to strive to be with everyone careful, polite, just this is it. To have good
attitude, and always to say you are sorry if you did something wrong because at the end
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we are doing things and we do not realize that we might insult someone. Just to be so, to
be more modest, low profile [laughs], I don’t know. There are some people that are not,
in the sense that because at, um, well there are all kinds of people but it is good to accept
them the way they are and not to try to change them, in general it is like, for example,
even in one relationship it is the same thing.
Viara learned how to treat people, accepting them with all their differences.
Diana and Nadejda acknowledged that they improved their fluency with the language,
which helped for their professions. Other immigrants shared about requirements of their jobs as
well as what they had learned from on-the-job training. Denitsa answered with an example of a
workshop teaching employees about accountability at work, which was also an expectation:
[I learned] to be responsible. But I haven’t learned that, I have been responsible. But this
is required from me. Or something new we had, a training here, “200% accountability.”
So I am accountable 100% for my job and I am accountable 100% for my co-worker. So
if I notice that they do something wrong, I have to take steps to prevent that mistake. So
this is what they organized as a workshop or seminar that we are the balance that is 200%
accountable. This is our newest motto now, that we are 200% accountable, not only 100
but 200% responsible for the others.
Denitsa’s elaboration on the workshop demonstrates her full understanding of her job
requirements.
Diliana acknowledged the extensiveness of her learning experience and the impact it had
on her. She reflected on her experience in her professional field in the following way:
Well, I learned a lot. These years, especially when we speak about private business, with
which I am involved, these ten years just I not only acquired business experience, but
also these ten years they taught me a lot of life experience because the work is related
with people, and these people act in a certain way, and just this type of business which is
very heavy, quite problematic, one encounters many difficulties, in fact changed me a lot
as a person, and gave me a lot of life experience. Well, for ten years probably I gained
life experience for 50 years which I would have not gained [laughs] if I was not involved
with this [business].
Diliana described her field of work and occupation as difficult, but a place where one could gain
rich professional and life experiences.
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Best way to learn for one’s job. The majority of the participants shared that they learned
best for their jobs from experience. As Boyana believed:
The best to learn is with experience because you study at school but until you try
something and you don’t encounter the real situation, teachers cannot give you absolutely
all situations and problems. But, um, during work you gain some experience, every time
you have some new and new experience with different cases and situations, this helps
you to grow. I think a person learns the best through experience.
Boyana thought that different and new experiences helped her develop professionally. Vesela
added that she best learned by “hands-on experience, in practice.”
Other participants, like Nadejda believed they learned best for their job by asking their
colleagues or the manager about issues they did not know.
A different point of view was brought by Dimitar who believed that he best learned by
comparing with the competition:
Hm. I interpret it [the question] as, how do you receive the best information for your
work, or learn news? It is in the sense, how you can best update for your work, or how to
receive everything that you need for your work, something of this nature. Mm, how to tell
you. How do you learn…You have to compare with the competition. This is the best way.
Dimitar thought that it was important to be informed and stay current for his work.
Similar to others, Vasil learned best through experience. In addition, he saw the following
as elements of a successful work ethic:
This is in my view, directly from experience…If it is new, the work itself, when you start
working it, you learn how to do it with the help of your colleagues at the beginning. And,
as time goes by, you develop, and you can already do it on your own. And, on the job
training. And, also personal, how to say it, desire for development. To know that what we
do, we do well. Say, internal motivation.
Simeon expanded on Vasil’s view about the importance of a person’s desire in the following
way:
When you start doing any job, at the beginning it looks difficult. But, when you start
doing it, and especially if you have a person to guide you and to help you in what you
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have to do, it is always easy. Because at the end, a desire is required. It can look like the
most difficult job, but if you have a desire, you will finish it. And, another job is the
easiest, but if you do not have a desire, it will be the hardest. So, if a person has a desire,
and if he is with God, every job is easy. He is a teacher to me. And, I have never said, “I
learned how to say ‘no.’” I mean, I learned not to say, “I cannot.” I always say, “let’s
try.”
For Simeon, having a desire is the driving force to do his work. His optimistic approach to work
is evident.
Learning about job/career opportunities. The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants in the
study acknowledged that they used the Internet, websites, and computers when looking for jobs.
This is witnessed in Boyana’s statement:
Um, at the moment, now we are in the era of technologies and the computer. Everything
is already on a computer. If you are looking for a job, you click whichever company you
want. They immediately give you a list. And now everything is through the computer, to
find characteristics of work, what job positions. Everything is already…No one, if you
call, no one is responding to your phones already, you have to leave messages and they
just stay there [laughs].
Dimitar also commented on the opportunities provided by the Internet:
I will not hide it. We are just connected with all these types of communications, and this
is the Internet. Nothing better. Many people, I can tell you, engage successfully and do
things that without the Internet they would have never thought about doing such a thing.
But thanks to imagination and these opportunities that the Internet provides us with, they
achieve something, and sometimes even very good results. And I will tell you what the
politics is from there. Everyone starts to make some movie clips about what he has
learned. In this way, he does an advertisement of his experience.
According to Dimitar, the Internet was allowing people to share their professional experiences,
including learning and achievements.
Nadejda, Vesela, and Diana talked about internal websites for internal positions. As
Vesela elaborated:
We have a website where I am registered for internal positions. In general, I am not
interested in changing my job. Initially when I was looking [for a job], I have registered,
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and they send me emails. Or from the school, in fact from where I graduated from the
social work program. They email to all the alumni for positions.
Other immigrants learned about career opportunities through colleagues or friends. A few of the
immigrants stated they did not intend to change their jobs. However, some of them commented
on the importance of being alert and seizing an opportunity. As Diliana said:
Well, in my case I do not need to change my job, right, just it is enough to keep this level.
But as I mentioned a little while ago, regardless of everything, that I have a good and
successful business despite everything I keep my ears and eyes open in the case that I
have an opportunity for something to go on the next step because people are designed in
such a way. God created people in such a way that they develop and do not stay at the
same level. So the only thing I do this is to look around myself. If I see some business
opportunity for some higher business level, business at a higher level, not to miss it.
Diliana was open to opportunities with respect to her business.
Findings from this section included:
1. These Bulgarian immigrants perceived that they learned from their work experience,
including developing personal qualities and behaviors with respect to work,
improving English language fluency, and learning from on-the-job training.
2. These Bulgarian immigrants believed that the best way to learn for their jobs was
from experience or by asking their supervisors or colleagues.
3. These Bulgarian immigrants learned about career opportunities by using the Internet
through professional websites and through colleagues or friends.

Working or Occupational Preferences

The Bulgarian immigrants shared what they liked best about their jobs as well as their
least favorite thing about their jobs.
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What immigrants like best about their jobs. The Bulgarian immigrants shared their
appreciation of their occupation/work. Many liked the freedom and independence their jobs
provided. This was especially the case with participants who were self-employed and/or business
owners. For example, Diliana stated:
In general, because I am a Christian, and in the Bible is said that people who are
followers of Jesus Christ, and mostly who walk with God, are a head and not a tail. And I
like this the most that I am a head and not a tail, as a head of business and as a business
person who has experience with the operations, day-to-day operations. I am just the
person who makes decisions, with people to schedule, how much time. If someone in
some way well, um, violates the rules of the firm or its interest or whatever, I have to
undertake an action. But, this is one of the things I like the most that I am the head and
not the tail…Of course, when you are a head, you still have to balance the interests of
everyone that works in the company, but more or less I am the head. And, the second
thing I like is that I have flexible hours. My working time is such that, for example, I am
not strictly [working], say from 8:00am to 12:00pm, and then from 12:30pm to 5:00pm.
In my case, it is more about the completed job. I can go at 10:00am and leave at 6:00pm,
and it depends on the work. But, it is flexible. It is not something that is strictly fixed. In
other words, I have more freedom.
Diliana explained her work-style preference in that she liked to be “a head and not a tail,” that
she liked to lead in her work while accounting for all parties’ interests. Boyana valued her
flexible work time and having freedom. Dimitar also liked his occupation:
These are technical things with respect to maintenance. So, you can very easily, almost
without any constraints, pass from servicing airplanes to servicing trucks, servicing cars.
And, this gives you some freedom of choice. And, one of my hobbies is cars, working
with cars. Not only with cars but with almost everything, the whole repairing activity of
these cars. But, not only with cars. I deal with other things that are also related. And,
what you have accumulated in the course of years, it is transferable. So, I engage with,
one of my hobbies is personal watercrafts, or jet skis, or jet boats. I have worked in this
field very successfully.
Dimitar described how he could maintain different machines, which gave him some freedom of
choice within his professional field. He was glad that his work experience was “transferable” and
he could find work involving his hobbies.
Another participant, Kamen, explained with respect to his truck driving:
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I like the most that I go around America [laughs], and I make money. This is what I like.
And, I can define how much to work, how much to make, and how much to rest. I am not
dependent on any other people.
Kamen perceived being on the road as something positive, giving him an opportunity to see
America while earning his living and having independence.
The Bulgarian immigrants who worked in health care appreciated that they could help
people. For instance, when asked about what she liked best about her job, Vesela replied, “That I
work with people who need help.” Denitsa added to Vesela’s view by saying she [Denitsa] liked
“to be useful.” Diana explained:
I am in the field of health care. I like it; um, I like to care for others. I like to be among
people. I like to see, um, a person is being helped. I like to see that…with your work you
help other people. Um. So, it is some internal self-satisfaction that you see that you have
done something.
By doing her work, Diana felt satisfied. This was supported by Ralitsa, who also said what she
liked about her job: “That you are satisfied; that the clients are content after you helped sick
people who are helpless.”
Similar to Diana and Ralitsa, Viara stated:
You help people. Everything is geared towards the patient. At the end, you are there to
help this person in any way, to make him happy. Um. I would not say it is easy, but I go
to work with this mindset. I am there, well, to help this person, and this is it. It is just nice
to see how someone helped, and they are somehow grateful. This satisfaction comes from
the fact that you served someone and you feel good about yourself. I think that you can
give someone something, at least to encourage him. Um, this makes you feel good,
especially if they return the gesture.
Viara described how helping her patients, although it was not easy, brought her satisfaction.
Beside the Bulgarian immigrants working in health care, other participants also felt
satisfaction with their work. For example, Todor, who was working in IT, stated that what he
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does “satisfies me as a career and work, and to like it. And, it brings me joy.” Almost all
participants commented on their satisfaction like Todor.
The Bulgarian immigrants who were teachers and educators in the Chicagoland
Bulgarian schools liked working with children and people. For example, Desislava explained
why she liked working with children:
[I like] the work with the children [the best], the contact with the children, the
development of the children themselves, how they develop. This is what I like the most,
to see them how they grow up.
Desislava liked communicating and working with her students, as well as following how they
grew up. Petya also stated that she liked “to work with children and people” and elaborated her
answer further:
Um, I like working with the children. I also like working with the adults since I am a
psychologist in my education, so it is pleasant for me working with people. And, I think
this is the thing I like to do – to work with people.
Petya explained that she enjoyed working with people due to her educational background.
Some of the Bulgarian immigrants valued new learning experiences as well as other
workplace challenges. One of the participants, Krum, shared that he liked the final outcome of
his work and that every client was requesting a different project. He stated:
Well, I like most the end result. I work with a designer always and, thank God, he is
good. And it is never the same thing with a second, third, or fourth client. It is always the
case that every client is doing something different, you see. For example, if it is a
bathroom, if he uses a tile in one of the client’s houses, in the other client’s bathroom, he
uses something different. And when we do something, when we see the final result, this
is the nicest for me, to see that I am content with what I have done, and of course, to see
that the client is also happy. When he is happy and he tells me “Good job!” I am, this is
what…And it is a pleasure for me, you see, it is not only to, for example, paint
and…When I create something more from this, it might not sound like a lot, but a
moment comes as if you create art, you see. It is not only to paint or to sand the walls or
to give me something else. We have chosen to do our job in such a way, that when we do
something, we do it complexly. When you see the house already ready with all its
upgrades, shapes, to see all these special things that come, it just has a complete look
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which brings me joy and I say okay. No matter what kind of work, when I see something
ready made, and I see how good it turned out to be at the end. It is not that there are no
good construction workers/builders, there are many good construction workers, but this
satisfies me.
Completing a project and having the approval of his client brought contentment to Krum.
Bisera shared how she encountered some interesting experiences every day at her work
environment:
Um, I like that every day I encounter some interesting experiences. Many patients shared
about their problems. Whether I want to or not, I have to familiarize myself with their
problems. I like a lot the patients and the parents, because I work with children and
teenagers, and only by the voice, they know me, “Oh, it’s good that you are here.”
Because [my husband and I] were in Bulgaria one month. And after that, I was not here
[in America] for a while, and now when I returned, “Oh, the patients know you.” She
wants to say, “We know you by the voice. It’s good you are here” [laughs]. I have a
relationship with my patients. And I even don’t know [how] I know everything. And I
like to deal with these things. I had to take a one hour break. But I do not take it because I
like to spend more time with my patients and to be with them.
Bisera continued describing her favorite aspects of her job in the following way:
This is my favorite thing, to talk with my patients, with the families. When the patients
come, I am the first to greet them. And after that I take them to the doctor’s office. They
even tell me more things than they tell to the doctor. And I go to give him a report every
time because I know he will not have a full picture. And this is my favorite thing – to
learn more about my patients and to make them feel so accommodated that they would
feel safe with me and share.
She was attentive to her patients and their parents and devoted her time at work to them. Vasil
also believed his work was interesting. He stated:
Well, that it is various, it is not the same things, um, we have a couple of people that
rotate the work that we have to do, and this is what makes it interesting. We don’t do
every day the same task which at one moment can be boring. We have streams and
networks that make the connections with different procedures for testing the network.
And the team that we work with, it is changing constantly, in the sense that for different
projects we work with different teams and approaches as well. This is also more
interesting in the profession. And in general, we are about 10 people in the whole
company but we organize the work in such a way that it takes four to five and it may be
a couple of colleagues to finish. And this also makes it more interesting. It is not the same
work, the same colleagues. At one moment it starts to feel boring to you. It is rather
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dynamic. In my case, this is what I like. That it is not monotonous and boring, and this is
what makes the work more interesting. And that I have an opportunity to visit different
schools in the Chicago Public School District in order to get familiar with the system of
education. Education is maybe even better but I have never had such an access to see how
the young children are getting educated. Because we usually work with such small
schools, elementary schools, sometimes with high schools. Before I have not visited such
schools and now it is very interesting for me. Also because I work during classes and the
teachers teach the children, and while working you can somehow listen unconsciously to
a small part of the schooling process. Whether you want to or not, you hear what they are
teaching them, and this is very interesting for me at the moment when we visit schools, to
see the level of teaching. Whether the children are more naughty or more well-behaved, it
depends on the neighborhoods they live in. It depends on the upbringing of the parents.
There is a big difference in the surroundings. The children are much more well-behaved,
the teachers are much more strict with them. In others, it is much better, you feel that the
level of schooling is much higher. This is again related with the neighborhoods where
people live. Not only with the culture, but also with the total value system of the family
the children are coming from. And this is also very interesting. This is not part of the
profession. It is more part of the essence in which we work because we work with
Chicago public schools at the moment, and this is additionally interesting for me, to learn
more about the educational system in America, to see the children in the schools.
Vasil valued the opportunity for learning at work. He liked that he was learning about the
educational system in America.
Asen shared what he liked best about his work:
I like mostly that I am a part of something. First, that I am part of one of the biggest
telecommunication company in the United States….Um, and then this is what I like, that
there is new technology and we ourselves are wondering how to do it, how to work with
it.
Asen liked being part of something larger than himself and being challenged with new things in
his work. He also shared he was not alone in his work but was part of a team consisting of 20
people. His team was achieving its goals and targets successfully. He also liked his flexible
working time and the earnings.
Several of the Bulgarian immigrants liked their flexible working time. One participant
liked her regular work schedule and having her weekends free. In addition, a few appreciated
their salary.
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To sum up, some of the Bulgarian immigrants liked the freedom and independence their
work was providing. Others appreciated helping people. Yet others liked working with children
and adults. Some of the Bulgarian immigrants valued different, interesting, and new learning
experiences at work. Work brought satisfaction to many of the Bulgarian immigrants.
Least favorite thing about one’s job. The Bulgarian immigrants did not like some aspects
of their jobs, which were related to their occupations and areas of work. For example, Desislava
discussed the least favorite thing about her work at school:
For example, when [the children] get distracted, we do something and they get distracted,
they are not concentrating. This is not favorite. They are at different ages and have
different degrees of concentration. There are children who can focus two-three minutes
and they cannot focus longer. They are from three to five, six years of age. So at the
different ages, it is different. But when something serious have to be done, something
very important and they do not concentrate, this is not a favorite thing for me….it is very
difficult and that is why the satisfaction at the end is quite big because, indeed, it is
difficult to achieve all the successes of the children.
Desislava described difficulties with working with the young children in her classroom. She
believed she had a great deal of satisfaction when successes were achieved.
Some of the Bulgarian immigrants discussed their challenges with time due to work. A
couple of participants talked about commuting to their work. For instance, Todor did not like the
time he needed to reach his job. Vasil illustrated this point of view in the following way:
I have to travel a lot. Because the schools are all over Chicago, and every couple of days
we are in a different school. And this is a little bit that you have to travel, right, to find
the address of the school, traffic, highways. You have to choose such [roads] with less
traffic, you have to get up earlier when you are going to a further located school because,
well, there would be traffic which will slow you down, and maybe this is it, that I have to
travel a lot.
Vasil had to travel on a regular basis to various locations to do his job/work. Bojana, who was
working long hours at the casino, added to Todor’s and Vasil’s points of view by describing
what the least favorite thing was about her job: “That I am on my feet for 10 hours. And to
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commute one hour and a half in each direction to go to work. And to deal with, um, angry people
who are losing money.”
Kamen shared, with respect to his occupation, that “the least favorite thing is that I am
not a whole week at home with my family. I go out on Monday and I come back on Thursday,
Friday. This I miss [laughs].” Working in the trucking business and on the road, Kamen could
not spend a lot of time with his family.
Diliana discussed her lack of vacation time because she owns her own business. She said:
In my work specifically - I have very little opportunity to be absent in terms of time off.
It is not for a weekend, Saturday and Sunday and holidays, but for vacation, meaning
taking a vacation for a week or two. In my case, this is something like a luxury. It is just
my type of work, with the transportation, there are always trucks on the road, there is
always something, some more complex situations. In my case, it is a luxury to be absent
for more than three days sometimes.
Diliana attributed her challenge with vacation time to the area she was working in, which is
trucking.
The findings from this section are:
1. Freedom and independence of their jobs, helping people, working with clients, and
new learning experiences at their work were what Bulgarian immigrants liked best.
2.

Difficulties with working with clients and challenges with time due to work, such as
commuting to work, not being with one’s family, and lack of vacation time were what
Bulgarian immigrants liked the least.

3. The conditions/circumstances of their occupations impacted the extent to which they
liked or disliked their work.
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Immigrant Careers: Job or Career Transitions

The Bulgarian immigrants shared their perceptions of the transitions they made in terms
of their jobs/careers. While some of the participants talked about transitions in Bulgaria and the
U.S., others discussed transitions that only happened in the U.S.
For example, in Bulgaria, Boyana worked as an engineer in production. After that, she
became a supervisor at an enterprise and was later appointed as a leader of a division. However,
after the changes that happened in Bulgaria in 1990 and many enterprises were shut down,
Boyana found herself without a job. She completed a course in accounting but could not find a
job. At the end, she started working at a bank, which was the job she had before coming to
America. When Boyana came to the U.S., she did not have an arranged job waiting for her. She
said:
Um, when I came [to America] I did not have any money. I came with $300. And I had to
start work immediately….Some neighbors from Bulgaria came here before me. I was one
month at their place until I found my job. And after that, I did not know the language.
And I decided to apply to work at least as a technician. And I went to one firm. I filled in
some documents and such, and they offered me a job for $7/hour to seal sheets/platforms
and such.
Although Boyana was offered the job of a technician, she did not take it and decided to take a
class to become a nursing assistant instead. While she was taking the class, she was supporting
herself financially by looking after an elderly man. Upon completing the course, she started work
at a nursing home. After that, she completed a nursing degree and transferred to work at a
hospital.
Another participant, Diliana, also shared her experience with job/career transitions. She
said:
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Um, I will tell you only here, since I came to America. But in fact, even in
Bulgaria…After I completed my higher education [in Bulgaria], um, I started a couple of
months later to work in a bank for about four years. Then I came [to America]. But here,
at the beginning there was a period in which I was adapting. I would say the first two to
three years I had to work at jobs that are for people without any education. My first job
was as a waitress. And after that I helped an elderly woman…And after that I worked as a
waitress again for a couple of months. And then from 2002 I started again work at [name
of bank] here with my degree and what I have studied. And after that with the trucking, it
is almost ten years that I am doing it. But at the beginning, there was a period of two to
three years when just because of how the circumstances were, and most of everything
because you are an immigrant here, and you have to start somehow from somewhere, but
to start such things that they do not require any education [sighs].
Diliana shared that in the first couple of years since her arrival in the U.S., she worked jobs for
which she did not utilize her higher education degree. She explained that this was how an
immigrant would start.
A similar view about how an immigrants starts at the beginning was expressed by Vasil.
He said:
Well, this is maybe like every immigrant that is in America. To tell you, at the beginning
before you get oriented, before you certify, before you have the opportunity for an
experience, the experience is very important here. Well, everyone starts whatever he can
work. I have passed through the common experience, right. But I already have discovered
the niches for the certificates, this opportunity that is provided. And well, before I got the
certificate, I have worked all kinds of work which has not been towards my
specialty…[But after I got a certificate in America]…[I managed] to qualify in
something, in more cultured job, say as a desk top support, software installations, these
things. And the certificate is related with this type of profession. Say we have installation
of devices, and so on. But as every immigrant, you start whatever you can work. Up to
you complete the certificates and other courses. And from there on, in practice/in reality,
your career starts.
Vasil referred to “the common experience” of an immigrant when he worked jobs that were not
in his major. Vasil believed that an immigrant professional career started when he completed
some formal education.
Motivation for job transitions. Many of the Bulgarian immigrants discussed their
transitions when they already had professional careers in the U.S. For example, Bisera did not
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like changing her job and explained her motivation when she undertook a job transition.
Working at a local hospital, Bisera felt that she wanted something else besides working at a
hospital. When she saw there was an open position at the local county, she applied and, after
being approved, she accepted. Thus, Bisera held two jobs, her part-time job at the hospital and
the newly accepted full-time position at the county. Recently, Bisera left her part-time job at the
hospital and kept only her full-time job at the county because she said she “was getting tired a
lot.”
Some of the job transitions occurred because the Bulgarian immigrants wanted to explore
which area of work within the professional field to pursue. Viara described the career options she
had considered:
I worked in different areas. You can work therapy in a hospital, retirement home, clinics.
Um, I went through all [of these]. Oh, you can also go to homes, home therapy. Um, I
just went through all because I wanted to see which one would be best for me, in the
sense that, and it looks like, there is no easy job/workplace, but it looks like I liked the
most at retirement homes because you have independence, and you see, [you are]
flexible. You can go whenever is convenient for you, right. Um, and you are not
dependent on other people. While if you are at a, it is nice in a hospital too, but there you
work more with colleagues constantly, right, at the retirement home also.
Viara valued being independent and having flexibility at her work. After working in different
areas, she was able to decide which one would be best for her to pursue.
Diana explained her job transitions in the following way:
Since I came, I am in a process of transition, and maybe I will continue to be in a
transition for a long time. Um, well, I started as a manager, after that I went to medication
health care manager. I was laid off – position is gone. After that I went to be an office
manager. At the moment I am studying to be a nurse. This is a constant transition. And up
to now I…and I am constantly in transition. I have not stopped. I cannot say that I
reached my goal. That is why I am thinking my status is in transition at the moment
[laughs].
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Diana believed that she was in a constant state of transition. Diana thought she was transitioning
because she had not reached her goal yet.
The Bulgarian immigrants’ motivations for job/career transitions included their desire to
work at something different from their current jobs, having a full-time job, exploring areas of
work, and transitioning in order to achieve goals.
Positive perceptions of transitions. Some of the participants perceived their job transitions
as positive while others perceived these as negative. For example, Kamen reflected on his
transitions, “At the beginning, I worked for a company. Gradually, um, for better I became a
trainer and I started to work for myself.” Kamen appreciated that he was working for himself.
Nadejda was considering if she would change her position in the future.
I don’t know. I would say I would continue with this profession in the future. However,
at the moment I am thinking, if I have to do anything, whatever else in a hospital, um, I
have to complete some courses or certificates for it…some technician who, say does
echography/sonography or some other technicians who do these things. But I haven’t yet.
I think for the moment, but I have not started anything yet.
Nadejda realized that if she wanted to work a different job at the same workplace, she needed to
consider formal education.
For Petya, transition meant opening more Bulgarian schools in Chicagoland.
Um, I don’t know. I don’t think [there are any transitions]. Um, so what I have done, it is
not exactly as transitions, but as expansions. So the aim is to have more schools, closer to
people, to where they live. So we had opened new schools, where there is a need.
Petya envisioned new Bulgarian schools being created close to Bulgarian families with children.
Krum elaborated on how he learned about his work in time. Changing his understanding
of work and the way he did it was an important transition for him.
Um, transitions, um, some of the things I have changed through the years. So first, when
you enter the business, you learn gradually which materials are better quality and which
are not. At the beginning when you don’t know the business, you choose to buy the

141
cheapest materials, to be able to make more profit. However, after that you understand
that with the cheap materials you cannot achieve the desired result and sometimes this
even becomes more expensive. And what I update as a view and understanding for work
is to look for the best in both the materials and the tools which I use. I would say that
instruments we are currently using are the most expensive in the market because they are
best and because they last a long time, years without breaking. And this for me is one
transition, you see, from cheap materials and cheap tools, you go to the better, the more
expensive which you know is a better quality, it lasts longer and what you do will last
longer. For example, the wall will not break after six months. It will last longer, because
you use better quality materials. But everything is in the understanding. There are people
who even after 20 years, they still continue buying the cheapest. I do not understand that.
I know that the cheapest always turns out to be more expensive. You will lose your
clients, you will lose your work, you will buy every month instruments if you only buy
from the cheapest. So this is one that I think is like passing from one level of
understanding to another. Now I cannot recall some other transition that I have made. I
understand it in that way.
As Krum was learning about his business in the process of work, he realized he had to change an
aspect of how he was doing business.
From the above examples, positive perceptions of transitions included working for one’s
self, considering possibilities for future job transitions, expansion of business, and changing
one’s understanding of work.
Negative perceptions of transitions. Some of the participants expressed why they did not
like job transitions. Negative perceptions revolved around participants’ work environments and
their occupational choices. For example, Bisera stated:
I don’t like to change my job….Not that many transitions because actually I do not like to
change my work. I feel good when I know what the expectations of the people around me
are. I know who I can rely on and whom I cannot. Because in reality, there are colleagues
who I know I cannot rely a lot on them.
Bisera did not like to change her job because she felt comfortable working in environments she
was already familiar with.
Snejana felt that she was changing jobs due to the lack of opportunities to choose where
to work.
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Transition….Maybe transition….I have been from one sphere to another. And mainly this
happened here because… I don’t know if this addresses exactly the question. But mainly
I have worked, let’s say it a little bit whatever it came by chance. A little bit I have
worked and I have not searched. More or less, I have taken whatever came along the way.
And so. You do not have a lot of opportunity to choose and to stay without a job, from
this point of view. And transitions happened because of these reasons. And at the moment
I am in this sphere of the trucking business. I mean I have not done that before. And so, it
is quite different from what I have studied, but it is at least something.
Similar to Vasil, other immigrants reflected on their past work experience when they worked
jobs that were not in their specialty or for which they did not need education. Snejana stated that
now she worked at something new and very different from her education.
Dimitar had a pessimistic view about his job/career transition:
The transitions are this, it is not a transition [laughs]. It is downhill for me because from a
higher level you go to a lower level, which is with a similar activity, but the level is much
lower.
Dimitar believed that before coming to the U.S. he had reached a higher level of work in
Bulgaria. However, in America he perceived this was not the case and that by going to work in
another industry he could not maintain the same level.
Findings from the section of job/career transitions are the following:
1. The Bulgarian immigrants experienced job/career transitions both in Bulgaria and the
U.S.
2. The Bulgarian immigrants expressed their motivations for job/career
transitions/changes.
3. The Bulgarian immigrant experiences of their transitions included changing job(s)
and occupation(s) and going back to school, as well as changing understandings of
work.
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4. During the first couple of years after their arrival in the U.S., the Bulgarian
immigrants were employed mainly in low-skilled labor.
5. The Bulgarian immigrants had both positive and negative perceptions of their
job/career transitions.

Immigrant Careers: Professional Development

Steps for advancement/success in current job/career. Bulgarian immigrants shared what
steps they had considered for advancing in their careers and how they had being successful at
their current jobs/occupations.
Learning and upgrading skills. As mentioned previously (see English language), the
Bulgarian immigrants perceived language as important for their professional realization. Many of
the participants in the study believed that without English they would have not had careers in the
U.S. A number of participants also elaborated on learning new things and upgrading their skills
at/for work.
Dimitar talked about the need for being current in your professional knowledge:
As in all, no matter what job you work, current, not current, previous, you just have to
follow everything new, to be updated, as they say, in every moment, in any time.
Otherwise, you lose positions. Things develop extremely fast. Technologies develop
extremely fast. What was five years ago, it is already old, as it is in the automobile
industry, not to talk about in aviation and in other industries. So you constantly have to
find a way, the best is self-education, [laughs] in any time of the day and night. This is it.
Dimitar believed that a person had to be competitive in his industry. According to him, the best
way to keep up with the fast-pace changes, including new technology, was self-education.
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For Snejana, who was just starting a new job, to be successful in her work meant she
needed to learn what was required of her. As she said, “to understand better how, um, what is
required from me, how it [the work] is done.”
Boyana reflected on her learning experience and requirements at work:
Um, the steps [for advancement and being successful in current job/career] are that I try
to learn everything that is new, as there are constantly new computer programs. Here we
had again some computer programs that were very difficult to some people. And for me it
is not easy, but here I learned this new program too; I got into it too. And I try with
everything that my work requires to manage and to learn it so that I could keep up with
everyone and even do better….And I think this is a success, to manage to be able to
succeed with all new things, and stay current with all requirements which are posed in
front of me in my work.
Boyana shared that to be successful at her work she was learning new things that employees had
to know. Boyana felt successful with mastering new technology and with learning and managing
everything required of her.
Similarly to Dimitar and Boyana, Vasil stressed the importance of learning new
technology in his professional field. For him, the main steps for career advancement were
obtaining certificates. As Vasil said:
Continuation of the certificates; always to consider opportunities for development. I
receive magazines that publish the last things [in IT]. And the desire to read and to
develop in this [career] always. It is like this with technology, right? To be successful, I
have to study constantly every six months at the least.
Vasil believed that he needed to learn about novel developments in his professional field. He also
considered opportunities for development such as studying for and passing certificates.
Professional development through job-specific training. Apart from learning and
upgrading their skills, the Bulgarian immigrants were also taking courses, taking tests and
exams, passing certificates for career advancement / success, and participating in training
sessions.
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As part of her professional development, Vesela was taking continuing education classes:
Um, I inform myself constantly of the advancements. I take continuing medication
classes. I read literature on the side…Continuing education [classes] are mandatory, but
they are also interesting and useful. Um, the additional things are already my initiative.
To learn new things for her work, Vesela was reading on her own and taking the required
continuing education classes. Viara also elaborated on her taking continuing education classes:
In general, we are required to have continuing education classes. So every year you have
to go and take 20 hours to learn new things in the profession, new techniques, new
exercises, new things that come out, new scientific achievements, just things that are new
in the medical practice, right. And we have to go and train in such classes for 20 hours. In
my view, this is not quite enough, right…And you choose what topic you want to go to.
This is the good thing about it.
Although Viara shared that employees had to pay for taking the required courses, she valued
learning new things. She believed it was important for her to be current in her field.
Ralitsa commented on the purpose of taking tests for her work: “Um, these tests that we
take, this is it, you continually take these exams. You study and receive new knowledge about
the work you perform.” Nadejda shared:
Um, I try to memorize everything new that they explain to me. In the profession and also
in the textbook I am studying to prepare for the certificate because it also contains a lot of
details, things that are necessary for the profession.
Nadejda was trying to learn not only everything new at work, but she was also preparing for
passing requirements for a certificate for her profession.
After successfully completing one certificate, Vasil expressed his commitment to
continuing his pursuit of certificates:
Um, most of everything the continuation of the certificates is my focus. I have completed
one of the first ones. And I desire to continue, and now I start studying for the next level
of the certificates. It is already for the professional level, this is an associate, and then it is
Certificate Professional Training (CPT). When you complete two of the certificates, it
puts you in the category of the professionals that work in this area. And at the same time
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the opportunity for salary increases, you have more responsibilities at the
workplace…The last one [level] is an expert.
Vasil explained how a person can advance professionally through obtaining certificates. He was
also aware that growing in his career was an opportunity for a higher salary and greater
responsibilities. When asked about career advancement / success, Todor described learning of
new skills through training in his area of work:
Development of new skills…Also to learn complex model…developing the product.
Training for other skills, such as, for example, product manager, project leader, and
abilities/skills that are not connected with the everyday activities, with my everyday work
at the moment as a programmer. Learning new skills.
Todor understood the importance of learning new skills and models that went beyond the duties
for his current position and would prepare him for a higher position.
Similar to Todor, Desislava also discussed trainings. Reflecting on her past experience
with obtaining qualifications, she said, “When I was in Bulgaria, I constantly qualified myself
[went through trainings], I mean I designed courses for pre-qualification and qualifications in the
field I am, education.” Diana also shared, “I take additional courses so that I will be able to
qualify for something else one day.” She was currently taking classes, hoping to have a better
professional choice in the future.
How some of the participants viewed the steps for job/career advancement/success was
influenced by their work preferences. For example, Kamen understood the steps for success as
acquiring experience that can improve one’s situation. He stated:
To gain experience so that you can work for yourself. And you define how much you
have to work per day. When you work for others, he [the employer] forces you [to work]
for more, and more, and more. [To advance/succeed is] to go on your own, and after that,
it can become better.
Kamen valued working independently.
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Personal characteristics for advancing/success in career. Some of the Bulgarian
immigrants identified certain personal characteristics that were important for advancement and
success in their careers. The most frequent response was being responsible for work. For
example, Diana shared that at her current job she was given additional work. She said, “I don’t
do anything, I just do the work and they give me more work.” Diana’s statement witnesses that
she was viewed as a responsible employee who can manage additional responsibilities.
Bojana explained how she was successful in her work: “Um, to be successful, I go to
work every day [laughs]. I do not get late. I perform my duties the way they want it from me. I
put an effort to do my job well.” Bojana believed that to be successful in her job was to meet her
work expectations.
Krum elaborated on the steps he considered to be successful in his work:
To do your job responsibly. Um, what you set as a price, you should leave the way it was
set initially. Because many contractors do otherwise. They say the price only to take the
job, and after that they start changing everything. The clients become frustrated, and it
becomes…it is not what the client has expected. The client had expected one thing, the
contractor is bringing another, and the relations get spoiled. What we do is to try to stick
to what we say. Maybe 99% of what I say at the beginning is what stays till the end. The
price will change only if there is something unexpected. But this is a rule I stick to. The
other thing is always to be at work…We have settled [for the project], we have said we
will take that [price], and if we said we will take it, we will complete it [the
project/work]…And this is it. Just do your job responsibly.
Krum explained what being responsible meant in his work, while Diliana brought a different
view about steps for one’s advancement and success:
Um, the steps are simply, a person has to be actively alert and to look around for potential
opportunities around herself. Because sometimes, well, an opportunity comes at a given
time, but after that it is no longer valid/actual. So in my view, well, I am running my own
business and a person has to be with open eyes and to look around for opportunities
around her. And if in a given moment, she has such an opportunity, not to lose it, to
catch/seize it, and to do something.
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For Diliana, to advance in one’s career was related to being active and not missing an
opportunity.
Asen presented other personal qualities for advancing at work in his profession:
Um, again, persistence, aggressiveness, um, to defend my point of view. I had to be a
very good student during the whole time because I wanted to advance quickly. And this is
it. In general, these three things. And to be capable [to do things]. You have to be able to
learn. And not to forget the most important thing – how to handle stress. Because in this
job many people have tried and are trying at the moment to do something. It is not that
they are lacking something. It is just they cannot handle the stress. Because in our
profession, there is a lot of stress.
Asen believed that it was crucial in his profession for a person to be able to deal with stress.
Two of the participants pointed out that it was important for a person to have a desire to
have a job for his/her professional development. Simeon believed that personal attitude toward
work, such as having desire, is important for one to find a job. As he said, “When the person has
a desire, everything falls into place.” For Vasil, the steps for his professional development were
continuation of the certificates and his desire to continue studying for the next level of the
certificates.
Findings from the section of Professional Development are the following:
1. The Bulgarian immigrants considered the following steps for advancement or success
in their current careers: learning new skills and updating knowledge by taking
courses, taking tests and exams, obtaining certificates, and participating in training.
2. Bulgarian immigrants also perceived that certain personal characteristics and attitudes
toward work were important for advancing or being successful in one’s career.
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Immigrant Work Experience: Successful Career

The Bulgarian immigrants had different perceptions of what a successful career meant for
them and how they have been successful in the U.S. For example, some immigrants believed that
it was important to like one’s profession. This included the view of a successful career as
providing contentment, happiness, and satisfaction with work activities and going to work with a
desire. A few pointed out that they liked to be appreciated by a supervisor or people. Some
participants mentioned the good and satisfying income. The percentage of interviewees that
identified the need to be self-motivated is presented in Figure 6.
One of the immigrants, Dimitar, shared that a successful career for him was to continue
working in the same professional field he had studied and worked in before in Bulgaria:
Um, successful career is hmmm, I repeat again what I said that it is related with the
education if you can continue in this area which you have studied and in which you have
worked long years; otherwise, you have to go into something else that is more practical.
And for me a successful career would have been if I had continued to work in aviation
and I had developed, but the necessary conditions would have had to be there, the
necessary pay. It is just that such times came in Bulgaria that [name of company] had
been transformed/restructured, sold to others; and it is so sad. I said to myself, “This
cannot be.” We are people with such training, so much funding has been spent on us, and
in one moment we scattered. I have really been at a very high level because I had many
such cases in which I did very well, and in practice, maybe in the course of one or two
years, we were coming to conferences in Seattle for [name of American company] as a
representative of [name of Bulgarian company]. There are such gatherings in which all
that work with [name of American company] have to come and share their experience.
This was a successful career for me. And not to jump where it is more practical or more
profitable.
The changes of the economic situation forced Dimitar to find work/employment in a different
professional area.
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Vasil elaborated what being successful in his field of work meant for him:
Um, successful career…in this area [means], to train yourself every three years, to get the
certificates that are there, which shows that you have current knowledge in all the things
that develop in this area. And this is it, to develop, to continue studying, to learn new
things, and in the course of time, to be able to grow in the respective profession, not to
stay at one place because mine is an entry level [position] in the company which provides
an opportunity – a future tendency to obtain the other certificates. Otherwise the next step
is to go up. A successful career is also for you to like what you do, to go with a desire to
work, to know that what you have selected is what corresponds to your intellect, to your
knowledge, to say, to your talents that you have inside you.
Although Vasil defined a successful career in terms of his professional development, his view
also summarized other participants’ views with respect to liking work and having a desire to do
it.
Diana, who was at the beginning of her career, stated:
[A successful career is] to work at what gives you pleasure. And if you have some visions
about yourself from your childhood time, when you were growing up, when you were
going to school, with these ambitions, right, one day you to work as you had imagined. In
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a way this might have come true. Of course, you may be satisfied from the income, too.
This is how I imagine it.
Achieving her dreams was what Diana was hoping for.
The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants believed they were successful in their careers.
They felt appreciated by supervisors and had good relations with the personnel. They felt they
met the needs of clients or patients. The immigrants liked and were content or satisfied with their
work. It was important for them to learn their jobs, do them well, and be hardworking.
Dream job. The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants reflected on their dream jobs in
terms of their desired occupations. For the most part, they wanted to work in a different
occupation/job from what they were currently working. Some were hoping to have their own
business or practice. Two wanted to work in their previous occupations. Two wanted to continue
in their current occupations. The Bulgarian immigrants who worked in health care stated that
they felt satisfied and content that they could help other people. For Diana, it was important to
work with a good and responsible team, while for Dimitar, the dream job was “to combine your
work with your hobby.” Vasil answered differently by describing his dream job in the following
way:
Um, this is to find the work that corresponds to your intellectual level, to your talents,
gifts that you have, work that is well organized, to be able to eliminate the stress as much
as you can in your work, and it gives you an opportunity to develop – professional
development.
Vasil valued the opportunity for growing in his chosen profession.
Boyana, who had her own business, explained that her dream was to reach a level of
influence, which meant that “you have made something that is useful for many people. And in
some way this makes people’s lives easier.” Her statement reveals she wanted to make a change
and have an impact on society.
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While some of the Bulgarian immigrants perceived their dream jobs in similar ways,
others had their own view of what a dream job would look like.
Future career plans/goals. The Bulgarian immigrants also shared their future career plans.
Their career goals can be grouped in several categories. Mostly the goals were related to
studying, improving skills, and completing professional certificates and licenses. A few of the
older participants stated their goals for approaching retirement, and a few of the Bulgarian
immigrants discussed their plans to go back to Bulgaria. Two immigrants, Desislava and Diliana,
did not have any specific future plans, and one participant, Krum, expressed his doubts that his
plans will ever happen.
Findings from this section are:
3. The Bulgarian immigrants had various ideas about successful careers and dream jobs
depending on their occupations and personal preferences.
4. The Bulgarian immigrants’ career goals differed.

Strategies with Respect to Work

The Bulgarian immigrants in this study identified strategies that helped them in their
work. They also described stressors at work and how they coped with these.
Feelings of being frustrated or unsuccessful. Some of the participants expressed their
feelings of being frustrated or unsuccessful with respect to work. Some of them recalled
difficulty in managing their time with work and study. Others felt frustrated with every change at
work, including new colleagues, environments, and responsibilities they had to get used to. For
example, when starting her job as a nurse after completing her studies, Boyana believed that her
biggest challenge was her supervisor, who did not want to train her, as well as unsupportive
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colleagues. She thought that although she had a desire to learn, she was not given any
opportunity.
Stressors at work. The Bulgarian immigrants encountered different kinds of stressors at
their work, such as working with clients or caring about patients. In addition, there was a lot of
stress for some of the participants. For example, Boyana shared about her job:
The people that we are caring for are very sick, both physically and mentally. And
sometimes they attack you. I was bitten two times. One time they bit my finger because I
was trying to clean blood from the mouth, from the lip to see what, from where it was
running, and he suddenly bit me like a dog. One time, one woman bit me on the side of
the hand….She suddenly sat and bit me, and after that I had to go for blood. I had it taken
from me every three months, to test/investigate for AIDS, for any, not to have something
because when they bite you, it is already saliva, body fluids. And this is stressful when
they are aggressive, someone is a former boxer, although they are 90 years old, they
know how to hit, strong. Sometimes we have even young men, 40-50 years old, but
suddenly Alzheimer’s catches them, and they are healthy, they walk, run, strong, but they
do not have any brain, and they attack you. They walk, they pass by you, they can hit
you, and we have many injuries with other colleagues. So this is frustrating because it is a
dangerous job. That is why [a friend of mine who is also a nurse] does not want to come.
They scream, cry, and shout as if you are in a place with monsters or wild animals.
Describing her patients, Boyana believed she had “a dangerous job.” However, she never said
she is afraid of doing it. On the contrary, when asked about her work, Boyana stated numerous
times that she liked to help people, even if the unexpected actions of the patients caused her
stress.
On the whole, stressors that participants in the study experienced at work were related to
dealing with people, including patients, clients, and colleagues. Other stressors included busy
times at work and short deadlines or when something unexpected happened. Stressors were also
perceived to happen due to the nature of one’s occupation.
Coping with stressors. Mostly, the Bulgarian immigrants were coping with stressors at
work by themselves. They were relying on their experience, seeking ways to manage while being
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persistent, and trying to do their best to complete a task. Sometimes they utilized available
resources at work, such as discussing issues and seeking help from supervisors and colleagues.
To release the stress from work, the Bulgarian immigrants found activities for their
wellness and well-being. Besides resting and relaxing after work, they participated in a variety of
recreational activities based on individual preferences, such as meditation, listening to relaxing
music, walking, going to the park, travelling, riding a bike, skiing, and snowboarding, among
others.
Some of the Bulgarian immigrants were also coping with stressors by turning to their
religious beliefs. They were praying, reading the Bible, and believing that God gives them peace
and that they can overcome difficulties with “the help of God.”
Strategies for coping with difficult situations at work. Strategies for dealing with difficult
situations at work were different for the participants. Some of the Bulgarian immigrants stated
that the strategies they were using depended on the situation. Others believed that it was
important to be organized and prepared for their work, or to be focused. Yet others asked for
advice from their supervisor or a close person. A few were praying and reading the Bible.
To conclude, although Bulgarian immigrants were experiencing a number of stressors at
work, they found successful ways and strategies to cope.

Support at Work and Satisfaction Gained from Work

The immigrants in this study provided information about how they were supported at
work. They also elaborated on their satisfaction with their work and employers.
Support at work. The Bulgarian immigrants shared that they sought and received support
to resolve work-related issues mostly from their supervisors and colleagues. For example, one of
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the participants acknowledged the importance of teamwork. As Boyana stated, “There should be
teamwork….You already cannot survive by yourself.” Vasil commented on the importance of
communication and good relations with both his manager and colleagues:
Um, mostly, the best way is to communicate with my manager when there are some
problems, questions; if you cannot solve these by yourself, the best thing/idea is to take
that to the manager of the department. And from there I had a lot of support. They are just
there to help, to give advice, and help the work to go on/go well. And mostly work with
the management. And sometimes communication and good relations with colleagues is
needed which you learn from experience. And if there is something with the technical
aspect of doing things, just to, um, communicate with them.
Similar to other participants in the study, Vasil felt he had a lot of support from his manager.
In his area of work, Krum, who was self-employed, also sometimes relied on another
colleague’s professional expertise. He explained:
Um, support mostly from colleagues who know.... Because, for example, I do
remodeling, um, this includes many things. Um, I can be an electro technician, I may be a
plumber. And I don’t do only this, I work all of this together, right, I paint…I have clients
that work only one of these things. Only electro technicians. Others are only plumbers.
Others are only painters. And if some problem arises, I call to these colleagues who only
do that type of work, because they do that every day. I don’t do that every day. I do often
but it is not every day because I do all things together. And when a problem arises, I look
for help from someone who is a narrow professional in this area and who knows all the
secrets, all the things. I don’t know these. They have a couple of licenses, more [licenses]
than me. That is why I always look for help from someone that knows more than me.
Support from both inside and outside parties was sought by some of the participants.
Desislava and Petya acknowledged the support of the parents of the children in their schools. As
Desislava stated:
[We receive] different kinds of support, from the side of the parents, from the side of the
board of directors, from the side of the parents’ committee, always, mostly the parents.
Without support, it is just not possible.
Petya continued this line of thought:
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Um, mostly the support comes from this – everyone doing his job at school. And I still
look for help from outside/an outside party when something has to be organized, when
something has to be done. The parents are helping a lot. So this is how we manage.
Both Desislava and Petya stated that support was needed to manage their work.
Satisfaction with one’s work and employer. Most of the participants in the study stated
that their work made them feel “satisfied,” “good,” “happy,” and “content.” Most of the
immigrants were satisfied with their jobs. Out of all the interviewees, 81% were satisfied with
their work. Only one of the participants was not satisfied with his work, which accounted for 5%
of all the immigrants. Finally, 14% expressed neither positive nor negative satisfaction with their
work. For example, one of the participants who recently started working at her present
occupation stated that it was too early for her to say if she was satisfied or not with her new job.
Figure 7 shows the levels of the immigrants’ satisfaction with their work.
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Figure 7. Satisfaction with work.
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Some of the participants spoke about how they felt needed and how their work was
meaningful to them. For instance, Boyana believed that her work at the hospital was needed
because she was helping her patients. Besides Boyana, a couple of other participants shared that
they help people and that they were feeling useful with what they do. Bisera stated:
[My work makes me feel] good. Because as I said, every day I meet different patients that
I know. And the work makes me feel good because I feel that I am useful for my patients
who I help.
Diana further developed Boyana’s and Bisera’s points of view by addressing the professional
field she was working in:
On the whole, I feel happy because, well, I repeat the same, [it is] a sphere of health care
and you help. You see that you help, you see a result. You see a result and this makes you
feel internally happy.
Boyana, Diana, and Bisera were all working in health care and said they found meaning in their
work by helping people and thus could explain their feelings of being satisfied, happy, and being
useful, respectively.
Vasil elaborated on his satisfaction with finding his place professionally:
I feel great, good. I am glad that I have found the niche, professionally, that corresponds
to my education, and my intellect, and to my abilities. And in a good job, let’s say I feel
good…And this gives me, well, how to say, a good feeling in me that I work something
that I like. And on the whole, well, satisfaction.
Single responses by participants with respect to how their work made them feel included
feeling well appreciated, fulfilled, and wonderful as their work was giving them joy. Finally, a
few of the participants pointed out benefits of working, such as getting a paycheck, that their
labor was well paid, and it covered their expenses.
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For the most part, the Bulgarian immigrants had good experiences with their employers,
including supervisors. They appreciated when the supervisors were honest, fair, and
hardworking. For example, Boyana shared about her supervisor:
For two years now we have had an American supervisor. And she is more…honest and
she looks at everyone, and she does not have preferences. She hires from all races and
[she] is more fair in the work. So I cannot complain now. Again, there are problems but
they are not that obvious and it is not like you cannot say anything to anyone. Now if it is
something very obvious, you can share with her, um, it may not help you, but at least you
can say your problem.
Nadejda also described her manager in the following way:
My direct manager is a workaholic. He just loves his job so much, and he works with
such a desire and helps each of us without accusing us in anything. He is just a great
example for each of us. And we work well with such a person because he is devoted to
his work. [I have] a very good experience. I learned a lot from him, and it is a pleasure
for me to work for such a person, just such a pleasure. Yes.
Nadejda continued her positive thought about her supervisor:
I am very content with my employer because I learn a lot from him. As a manager and as
a person, he is just an amazing person. He is always ready to help. Again I say, he never
accuses anyone, he always helps and provides. Good.
Both Boyana and Nadejda talked about their satisfaction with their supervisors. Boyana’s
statement shows that she valued her supervisor’s honesty and fairness, while Nadejda valued her
manager being a hardworking individual.
A few of the participants brought a different line of thought by talking about challenges,
overcoming those, and still feeling satisfied and content with their work. For example, Diliana
believed, “I am absolutely content. I do not have any complaints. There are many challenges, but
on the whole, I am satisfied.” When asked about how satisfied she was with her work and
employer, Diana responded in the following way:
Great satisfaction. I am content with my work, I am content with my employer too. Ways
are found. Of course there are also difficult moments but ways are found to overcome it.
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You just have to talk. If there is a problem, you have to put it on the table, to talk, to have
a dialogue, and there will be a solution.
In contrast to Diana’s optimistic view about finding a solution for a problem, Viara stated:
Um, I just say that I am happy that I have a job. Because it is less likely that people are
satisfied with their job, at least this is what I think. Most of the people have to live
somehow. Um, I also have to say, I cannot say that I am satisfied, right, maybe let’s say
50%, not to be [0]...but I just try to be [satisfied]. This is it. Because at the end, you don’t
have much choice, right. I believe that no matter where you go, there will be always
problems. This is the case, right? Life is such that, um, especially in the medical field, it
is not easy. There is no easy anywhere, in general. But for me, right, I try not to
focus/concentrate on how happy I am but on the fact that I am grateful that I have a job.
Although Viara presented a somewhat pessimistic view about her job satisfaction, she felt
grateful for her job.
To conclude, the majority (81%) of the Bulgarian immigrants in this study were satisfied
and content with their current work in the U.S. The findings from this section are:
1. On the whole, the Bulgarian immigrants felt supported by different parties in their
work, including their supervisors, managers, and colleagues.
2. For the most part, the Bulgarian immigrants reported satisfaction and contentment
with their work.
Life in America

“Immigrant Life Is…”

The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants in this study stated that immigrants’ lives are
“not easy.” They were described as being “difficult” and “challenging.” Some of the participants
stressed that immigrant life was more challenging the first couple of years. However, a few
thought that immigrant life was “beautiful” and “interesting.”
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Work in Relation to Family and Social Life

The Bulgarian immigrants shared their perceptions of how work affected their family and
social life.
Work positively affects immigrant life. The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants felt
good about their jobs and that work positively affected their lives. Several immigrants perceived
their work experience as enriching. For example, when asked about how her work affected her
family and social life, Desislava stated that “it enriches it.” Vesela provided a more specific
answer, saying:
I don’t think it negatively affects my social life. With respect to family, I would rather
say that it has a positive influence because it helps me to see, to think over things a little
bit from another angle.
Working as a social worker helped Vesela gain another perspective.
Similar to Vesela, Boyana believed that work helped her with respect to her family. She
explained:
Um, the work helps me because I learned how to deal with my children too, to be more
patient because in Bulgaria they taught us in another way - that the parents have power
and so and so. But here I learned that, they taught us at work in the nursing
profession…that things are not black and white but they are gray. And in Bulgaria they
taught us that it is either ‘yes’ or ‘no’. It is either right or it isn’t right. But here they
taught us that things are gray, I mean, it is never absolutely ‘yes’ or absolutely ‘no’ that
everyone has some understanding of the things and everyone has, um, the right to, you
can never be extreme, right in everything and no one is ideal. You cannot do absolutely
everything absolutely ideally. At the same time, you don’t do everything absolutely
wrongly. Um, you strive for everything to be right, but we are never perfect. That is to
say, to accept that people are not perfect and to be able to accept them for who they are.
Um, this is what they teach us in nursing: to accept people the way they are. And, God
says that we do not have the right to change people, that we can pray for them, that God
can talk to them and can change them but we do not have the right to change anyone.
Um, God has not given us such a power. We just have to care about them, to pray for
them, and to accept them the way they are. This was the biggest change that I learned
because I was always taught that “If he does bad things, he must be bad.” However,
people are bad but they have good sides. They also have good qualities. As the best
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[people] have some bad qualities. And we alone, and I evaluate that, um, no matter how
much I try to be good, I still have some qualities that I do not like them.
Boyana compared parenting in Bulgaria and the U.S. Her work in nursing helped her learn to be
more patient and accept people the way they were rather than trying to change them. According
to Boyana, this was “the biggest change” she learned about.
Nadejda commented on how work affected her life:
Well, [it affects] the relations with the people, that I have responsibilities to go to work.
Also financially [it] covers expenses, financial bills, the needs that I have. I like to work.
I like to be among people. And this is good. This affects me good.
Nadejda acknowledged the benefits of working and its good influence on her. Kamen also shared
the positive aspects of his work:
The good thing about work is that you meet new people, new directions, new people.
And when I work, I don’t like to return to the same road when I have to return. Always
on the way back, America is different.
While driving his truck, Kamen’s job was providing him with an opportunity to explore and
learn new things about America.
Vasil also felt that his work affected his family and social life positively. He said:
Well, [it affects me] positively. I have a lot of time to spend with my family, my wife. I
am not separated from my family, which is very important for me. I work from 8:00am to
5:00pm, eight hours. After that I come home. I have an opportunity to rest and to relax,
and to communicate with my wife. And it has a good influence, yes. It is not an obstacle
for my family, recreation, and other things.
Vasil’s work schedule allowed him to have time for leisure.
Work negatively affects immigrant life. Although most of the Bulgarian immigrants
acknowledged that work positively affected their lives, some of them believed that work
negatively affected certain aspects of it. The most frequent response was lack of time for family.
For example, Bojana stated:
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Um, I don’t see my children for four days. Because I work four days and I rest three
[days]. I work 10 hours [per day]. And [I commute] one hour and a half in one direction
and in the other. And 13 hours I am not at home.
Bojana’s job and commuting to work were not allowing her to spend time with her family. A
similar reason for being away from family was provided by Krum:
Um, it affects, and it affects not very good, um, because when I come back late at night,
neither I can see my children, or others. And a lot of…It comes that way at first. I work
far away, traffic. First I work up late, and, um, I would not say that it affects positively
my life. If I worked up to 4:30pm, as the others, and when 4:00 to 4:30pm comes, you go
out from your office and you forget about the work. And when I come home, and again [I
think about] for work, for what it is [and] where are you [with the work]. And I would not
say that this type of work, this profession is very good to combine with the personal and
social life.
Krum believed that his particular occupation, doing construction, was influencing his life
negatively.
Dimitar added to Bojana’s and Krum’s points of view by saying:
Very serious [laughs]. It affects family and social life very seriously [laughs]…. Well, we
already talk about it. Just for you to be able to achieve something in this career or
whichever else in America. Because the competition is really huge, um, you need a lot of
time. This is it. So in fact, this is what you are lacking. The time to devote, first to
yourself, and after that to your family, or to whomever else.
Dimitar believed that to achieve something, he needed to make sacrifices, which included
working a lot and not having time for his family or other people. Diliana also elaborated on how
working in her occupational field was influencing her social life:
Well, in general, it affects me negatively [laughs] because the private business is related
to a lot of challenges and with long working hours. So at the moment I am not married
and I cannot say in what way it influences my family life [laughs] because I am not
married, right. But on the social life, um, maybe if I have some job that is on a part-time
basis or with less hours, it could be maybe in a bigger plus for the social life. In my case,
well, the time is more limited. The time for having vacation. I mean, and I even do not
have a lot of time for say, the social media, Facebook, etc. because I am just more
organized to complete my things that are related to the business and other things that are
related with my personal life but…I don’t think this hinders me that much generally. Of
course if a person does not work at all or if he works less hours, in my view, it is in a
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bigger plus for his personal and social life, right. Work restricts to a certain degree just
because a person is busier.
Diliana thought she did not have much free time because she was mostly busy with her work.
Changing work situations. Three of the participants stated that they worked many hours
or had had inconvenient work schedules in the past. However, this was no longer the case, and
now they were content with their jobs. Asen illustrated this experience in the following way:
Um, at the moment there is no specific influence of my work, in the sense that I am much
more than the average financial status. Um, negatively, there isn’t. Everyone goes to
work. So it is not something…As a whole, I had positions that I had to work during the
night, on calls, um, meetings to go to. This is something I did not like. But at the moment
I am great. I am content with the job itself. It is not interacting with some…Everyone
goes to work so, it is not more than the usual. But I had, I say again, such…Work-lifebalance, if you don’t have it...And this is not something I would not consider. In general,
if I see such a thing, that I start to work like that, this would be a trigger to change my job
because such a thing has no sense.
Having work-life balance was important for Asen. He said that if he would lose that in the future,
he would not stay at the same position. Bisera also explained her motivation to make a decision
with respect to her work:
Oh, boy. It [The work] did not influence me good at all [laughs]. I want to say that with
the two jobs, one full-time and one part-time, I had almost no time for the family life.
And that is why, now I had to quit the hospital so that I would have Saturday and Sunday,
um, to be with my family during the weekend. Because [my husband] comes on Friday,
to say, and I at that time I had to take the night shifts in the hospital. To have more time
with my family, I had to leave one of the jobs.
Bisera decided to change her work situation so she could have time for her family.
Work as neutral. Some of the immigrants thought that work did not have an influence on
their lives or at least on certain aspects of it. For example, Ralitsa stated:
There is no influence because first, I am divorced, my children are grown ups, and the
other thing is that I always have worked because money was not enough….In the other
time you are free and you can do everything you want to do. So it is neither family, nor
social life. It is my choice that I want to work more.
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According to Ralitsa, it was her personal choice how she utilized her time between work, family,
and social life. For Diliana, work affected her social life but not her family life. For Snejana, the
opposite was true.
To conclude, although most of the Bulgarian immigrants acknowledged that work
positively affected their family and social lives, some of them believed that work negatively
affected certain aspects of their lives, and a few thought that work did not have an influence on
their lives or on certain aspects of it.

Difficulties or Barriers

A number of participants pointed out that they had to deal with many challenges and
utilize personal qualities to overcome them. For example, Desislava listed a number of
challenges, including proving oneself and learning the English language:
Um, the immigrant life is not easy. It is not easy at all. A person has to prove to himself
and the others that he can be useful, no matter in which field/sphere. He has to overcome
many obstacles, barriers with the language, and so on.
Similarly, Stefana believed you should speak the language and work hard:
Um, the first thing I would say is to speak English so that you can find a job. And, you
have to work hard. And not to be lazy. Because there are many people that think that
coming [here] is like money is falling from the trees and that they do not need not work.
Stefana addressed prior expectations of people before migrating to the U.S. that were quite
different from the reality they faced afterward. General beliefs of people in Bulgaria are that
once in America it will be easy to make money and live there. Similar thoughts were also
mentioned by other participants in the study. Todor shared:
What they [people] see in movies is a lie. And to be ready to work because in America
you live to work and not work to live. So when people come here, they come with dreams
that everything will be achieved very easily. This does not happen that like that.
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Kamen also pointed out that people in Bulgaria did not know a lot about life in America:
I can tell them [other people] that it [immigrant life] is not very easy. And that is why
lately, they started not insisting on coming to America a lot. Because they found
out…Before that they did not know a lot [about America. Before that, they thought:]
“Oh, America gives money. You make money in America.”
Kamen believed that you make money in America, but there is a price for it. In his occupation,
men were making money, but they were on the road and absent from their families for one to two
weeks at a time. In some cases, this resulted in destroying a family. As he stated, “The immigrant
life is destroying of a/the family. If someone can sustain the family, that would be good.”
Ralitsa reflected on misconceptions about America in Bulgaria and difficulties in
immigrant life, especially at the beginning:
Many people are lying and present the idea that everything when you come here is easy
and smooth like honey and butter. Um, I will tell them the truth that you start from the
zero and rise from there, if you do not have someone to pull you, it would be difficult for
you to succeed. So whoever decides to come, he has to prepare himself for difficulties.
Unless he has secured a work position for himself somewhere including money, housing,
food, and everything else. Um, there is another system. To prepare for difficulties until
they have settled. They start from the zero. Another country, other cultures, other rules
which you hardly know anything about…I read books now. I cannot write in English, and
this is my problem. That is why I cannot go to work something else. But, I can read, and I
can understand. And I see that people from all over the world think that - um, not only
[people] from Bulgaria, um, there are [people] from Africa, and from Asia, and from
other places - when you come to America you think that it already starts the prosperity. It
is not like that. You pass through many, many difficulties until you achieve some level.
Except, if you come with a lot of money here, and then, it is easier.
Ralitsa thought that not knowing written English was a barrier for her to find another type of
work. As was acknowledged by other participants, Ralitsa also pointed out that America is
another country with its own life arrangements with which Bulgarian immigrants are not
familiar.
Boyana stated, “Of course, you have to start from the lowest because we are no one when
[we come here]. When you come here, you are no one. To become someone, you have to start
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from the zero.” Both Boyana and Ralitsa believed that a person starts from zero when he comes
to America.

Help from Family and Friends versus Services Used as an Immigrant

Bulgarian immigrants in the study shared that they were helped mainly by family,
friends, and people they knew rather than saying they were using any services as an immigrant.
For example, Kamen shared that his uncle helped him when he came to America:
Um, at the beginning I was aided by my uncle. He died [sometime] back. My uncle
helped me at the beginning, both when I came the first time and the second time. He
helped me quite a lot in life. Especially here in America, if you do not have someone to
help you…
Kamen was grateful to his late uncle who introduced him to life in America, including helping
him to find work.
Boyana described how her neighbors and a friend in Bulgaria helped her with arranging
arrival in the U.S.:
Um, yes, the services…were my neighbors who told me about the green card. They came
here one year ahead of me, and after that, when I won a green card and I did not have any
money, they were the ones who [helped me] although we were not very good friends.
Um, our sons were from the same class, and we know each from there, but we were not
friends like to go visit each other. We were meeting each other outside, “hello”, “hello.”
But, I told them that I had won a green card, but I don’t know if I would come because I
neither had money for an interview, nor for tickets. So, I was wondering what to do. They
sent me money for an airplane ticket through one of the pastors who was visiting here in
America for me to buy a ticket. And, after that, my girlfriend from Bulgaria, she gave me
all the money from her savings to pay for me and my son for the interview. It was $800,
$400 per person. This was a lot of money for Bulgaria. And, after that, I returned it, this
money when I started working. And, these neighbors they accepted me, and here they
picked me up, and I lived one month at their place until I found work. So, these were, um,
the major services with which a person starts, to get back on his feet. And after that when
I started work in June, I already had an opportunity to return this money, and to even help
after that my girlfriend who helped me. After that, I had an opportunity to help her, to
send her money for interviews and, um to greet them here because she came with her
whole family. So, we need someone here to greet us.
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Besides receiving support at the beginning, Boyana also helped in turn when her friend was in
the same situation. Boyana acknowledged that immigrants needed support when they come to
America, a view expressed earlier by Ralitsa.
Only one of the participants mentioned taking a free ESL class. In her own words,
Diliana stated:
Oh, yes, yes. At the beginning, this was maybe a year and a half after I was already here,
I already spoke English, verbally, I was already speaking in it, but I had problems with
the grammar and with other things. That is why I signed up for such a college where, um,
a community college in Aurora, Illinois where there was an English as a Second
Language course. And this course is absolutely free. And I had the opportunity to
complete it, which gave me a grammatical base, to improve my written English language
because only speaking was clearly not enough. But otherwise, I had not taken advantage
of some other services that the government provides, for example, food stamps, or some
programs for, um, for example lower cost living, and so on. No, I have not taken
advantage of such things. Even since I am not married, and I have more or less good
income, I myself pay very high taxes. So I would say it is not that I do not take
advantage, but even I am a person who pays thousands of dollars to the country so that
other people can take advantage which is, um, the system is like that. And I do not regret
that. On the contrary, I am glad that I am alive and healthy so that I can pay so that other
people can take advantage. So it is more that I am a person who, um, through me other
people are taking advantage rather than me using some privileges or whatever else.
Similar to other participants in the study, Diliana did not use government services as an
immigrant. She did not see herself as a person in need. Diliana was content that by paying high
taxes, she could help other people in need. Petya, commented on the need for services for
immigrants:
I think that it is really needed to use services. And because of that, I started writing
books, a book that I called, um, “A Handbook of the Immigrant” [laughs]. So I have
collected a lot of information for this book, but I did not get to it, to the releasing. I mean,
there is a need.
She continued to talk about services provided by Bulgarians for Bulgarians in Chicagoland:
And according to me, the role of this to find information, to find services, um, in
Chicago[land], it is made easier for the Bulgarians. Because where a niche appears, the
Bulgarians are filling it right away, and they offer you these services. I mean, that is, you
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are secured from everywhere. Um, so you can find advertisements in the Bulgarian
newspapers issued in Chicago for what you need. For example, you need a moving
company, you open the newspaper, and a couple of [ads]. Um, there is no need for you to
search in the yellow pages for another moving company. Or you need some other service.
Or you need a doctor, to direct your attention, or you need to buy an insurance. Just
because here the Bulgarian community in Chicagoland is large, and all these things that
you need, you can find them in a wonderful service, which is, um, maybe you want to
buy a house, you can immediately find the appropriate realtor to do it. Even one of our
realtors, for a second time he became the best realtor in Chicago. He won some cup of the
year, I mean, that is, he sold the most houses of all, which made me proud…So all these
things that we need, as services, it is very easy for the Bulgarian immigrants that are here.
But this is from very recently. Before, it was not like that. This is maybe from five to
seven years now.
Petya provided a different point of view by elaborating on provided services for Bulgarians in
the Greater Chicago area.

Prepare, Plan and Achieve Dreams

A few of the immigrants believed that it was important to prepare and to plan to manage
and achieve dreams. As Bisera stated:
A person achieves their dreams especially with planning. The way we did with my
husband. And materially, we have achieved what we wanted in America. We got married
in 1997. He was already a truck driver. I had to go to school. And so. After that we
already started making financial plans – to buy an apartment, after that to buy a house.
And so. We made a new house in Bulgaria because we thought that after this year we
would go there to retire, and so. Especially when an immigrant comes without
preparation. He does not have the English language to come. We both, especially me
when I came, I did not know anything. And so. Again, glory of God that I had [husband’s
name], him to work and I to study. And like that.
Bisera was able to study with the help of her husband who was working and providing for her
education. Although Bisera admitted that she did not have initial preparation when coming to the
U.S., she and her husband achieved their dreams by making plans. As cited before, Ralitsa also
pointed out that when someone decides to come to America, he has to prepare.
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Personal Characteristics to Endure and Succeed

A number of the participants talked about personal qualities needed to succeed in
America. Among the most frequently mentioned were that a person needed to work a lot, be
persistent, and not give up. This view was summarized by Bisera:
I would say that America is really a country where there is no such boundary between the
people who come here. I don’t see any limits between us. So if the person is persistent, he
can achieve what he came for. Because I think that everyone that came, he came with
some plan. It is not like that, when he woke up and he decided to come to America. And
so. A lot of, a lot of work and to be persistent, and not to give up.
According to Bisera, there are no restrictions on what immigrants can achieve and that this
depended on the individual.
Similarly, Asen appreciated the limitless opportunities in America. For him, besides
being persistent, it was also important to rely on himself and grab these opportunities. He
evaluated his decision to come to the U.S:
Um, this is something I do not regret I have done. If I have to go back, I will do it again
and again. Um, everyone should know that it is not at all easy. In the sense that here the
opportunities are limitless, but you have to take it, no one will give it to you. Um, you are
in a foreign country after all, and um, until a person gets used to the foreign way of life,
how things happen here, it is difficult. Somehow it is different. It is not easy. You have to
be persistent. They have to fight for everything. And in general, they have to rely on
themselves. In the sense that they should not rely on foreign help. Especially to rely on
themselves. If there is foreign help, it is okay. But I have to say that specifically. It is not
this and that will help me. No, no. This is not the way. A person has to do everything by
himself.
Both Bisera and Asen felt positive about the conditions for immigrants to succeed in America.
Bisera saw no boundaries or limits, and Asen acknowledged that “here the opportunities are
limitless.”
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Opportunities

The majority of the Bulgarian immigrants constructed a positive image of America.
Many of them viewed it in terms of opportunities it had to provide to immigrants. For example,
Asen had friends and former classmates from Bulgaria who left Bulgaria to go to Western
Europe. He said:
When we talk with one another and we exchange information, here [in America] the sky
is the limit. Here you can do everything. You can become a CEO, you can become
anything. You can absolutely do everything. There is no [limit]. In Western Europe there
is no such thing. Because there you are an immigrant. Even if you are in any sphere, I
have friends who work in IT, I have [friends] in pharmaceuticals, always a moment
comes when they do not let you grow anymore. You just have to know that you are in
their country, and so on. So America is the best country for immigrants. After all, it is
made of immigrants.
Asen believed in the limitless opportunities in America and that one can become anything in
America. Diliana continued this thought, adding:
I would say that America is one of the freest countries in the world, not only free, but also
a country where opportunities are really given to people from all races and from all
religions, for them to realize, um, to make a living, um, say, to fulfill the American
dream. Because I know other Bulgarians who have been immigrants in other countries,
such as Italy, or for example, England and such, but just, um, I have not been to other
countries except for Bulgaria and America, but from my close relatives I know that in
other Western European countries, they do not provide you with such conditions for
people to develop as America provides. Even it is said that this is the country of limitless
opportunities. And this is really true according to me.
Similar to Bisera and Asen, Diliana also commented on the favorable conditions that America
was providing for people to succeed.
Acknowledging the difficulties that an immigrant encounters at the beginning, Vasil
shared his view about success in an immigrant’s life:
Well, at the beginning, it is always difficult. It is very challenging, and it requires a lot of
effort and determination to succeed. But it is worth at the end. In the sense that all this
effort that you put in, to find a better job, a place to live, to find a good environment. At
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the beginning, you hardly know anybody, but with time, when a person has the drive to
succeed in this country and when he puts in effort, this pays off, the better way of life that
he gets.
Vasil believed that the effort an immigrant puts in his life will reward him at the end with “the
better way of life.”

Perceptions of American Culture

Although some of the participants discussed opportunities for immigrants in the U.S.,
others shared what made an impression on them when they came to the U.S. for the first time.
For example, Boyana shared her first experience as a customer at a local grocery store:
When I came here, I was living with people I knew. The next day they took me to go
shopping. And we entered an ordinary grocery store. And when we entered there, inside,
although it was not a huge store, but it was like a cornucopia. [Laughs] So many different
kinds of fruits, vegetables, apples, maybe 15 types of apples each having its name….I had
not seen such a store. Inside everything, the shelf for meat, they were arranged, selected
all….And here, everyone looks to help you, when he sees that you look at something, and
they ask you, “Can I help you?” And you can touch and look from all sides to decide to
take it or not to take it. This was such a shock for me here. I say, “Is this real, is it true?”
And so, you say, “Two kilograms of apples.” They give it to you, and you take it. And
you say, “But this is a spoiled one,” [and they say], “If you don’t like, don’t take it.” The
attitude is just completely different toward people. And the stores, it is just like a
cornucopia. It is the same as in the Bible, I remembered because I read the Bible, and
there God says that he will take the Jews in a country that runs with milk and honey. That
means that it is in abundance and that there is everything. And this is how I felt - that [in
America] - there is absolutely everything.
Boyana was surprised by the abundance and good attitude toward customers in America.
Similarly, Vasil was also amazed by how plentiful and various the goods are:
Technologies, all the things for the house. In Bulgaria [it] is not that much. In Bulgaria it
was not in those years. It is just this unbelievable variety. Here is a lot of things. In
Bulgaria there is not what is here in America. And this also - although I have known that,
but when you see it, it is a little bit different. You know what I am talking about in this
country.
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Another participant, Stefana, stated that “people are nice, polite. There is definitely customer
service.” Stefana was pleasantly surprised by the polite manner of everyday communication.
This view can also be illustrated with Vesela’s words:
I remember the things that surprised me a lot, what surprised me the most at the
beginning, it was, um, the friendliness of people as a whole. Um, this polite manner of
communication. Even if people do not know you, they are always polite and smiling.
They are ready to guide you, to help you, to respond to your question, and if they don’t
know, they are even ready to send you to someone who knows. Um, that they greet you
[laughs], this was surprising to me a lot at the beginning. Even if they do not know you,
they smile.
As a whole, these Bulgarian immigrants perceived Americans as friendly and polite.
One of the participants shared that she did not like the short period of maternity leave in
America. Nadejda stated:
What surprised me is that whatever job you work, they do not give maternity leave more
than three months. This is what surprised me unpleasantly. Because a woman after giving
birth, she has a need to stay with her child, the way, you know, is two years in Bulgaria.
For example, this is one of the things I don’t like and surprised me unpleasantly that this
country does not offer maternity leave to mothers to be able to stay at home with their
children, but they need to work. There are many women that do not need to work, for
example their husband works. This is one of the [things that surprised me unpleasantly].
Other things I cannot recall.
As a young woman Nadejda is naturally concerned with raising children and work-life balance.

Finding One’s Place

When reflecting back on their education and work experiences, some of the Bulgarian
immigrants talked about how they found their place. For example, Kamen, who was financially
supporting his wife while she was studying in the U.S., was glad she had good work now. He
said:
Even when my wife came, she came with a green card, and during the first month she
wanted to leave [America]. I said, “Hey, I am buying the ticket, since you have a desire.
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But you will not come back.” And she stayed. She said, “Am I going all my life to work
at the airport to clean? I did not studied in Bulgaria to clean.” And she stayed here. And
she started studying. And she defended, um, the English, and the diploma. Now she is
good. Thanks to God. I cannot outtalk her [laughs].
Kamen highlighted how, by studying and graduating, his wife was now doing well.
Boyana elaborated on the difficulties in immigrant life and how important it was to learn
the language. She explained:
Um, the immigrant life in America is not easy. It is related to a lot of work, especially the
first couple of years, additional efforts and sacrifices from ourselves are needed so that
we can learn the language because if we have come here and we decide to live in this
country, we have to learn the language. Whoever does not learn the language, um, always
the others think that we are like another quality if you do not speak the language, or they
ignore you. And that is why, I think that everyone has to put in maximum effort to learn
the language. Once we learn the language, we are already capable to search for
professions and work where we want to be. Otherwise, we work the worst jobs as people
I know, Bulgarians who do not know the language. Um, they go, they clean, drive trucks,
these kinds of things that no one else wants to work at. And that is why I think, the first
years a person has to just sacrifice from himself and to put all his efforts into learning the
language so that he can train himself in professions or to apply the profession he has
learned in Bulgaria, to apply it here.
According to Boyana, language was needed for an immigrant to be able to choose his profession
and work. Boyana’s view was confirmed by Vesela’s story:
So when I came to America, I was a single mom. When we came, my son was seven
years old. And I got oriented here very quickly, and I understood that if I didn’t study, I
was destined to clean houses somewhere. It is not that it is shameful, but it is just that I
will not be able to support my child as I am alone. To clean houses or to look after the
elderly or be some cashier somewhere, but this just will not save me. And specifically for
the goals I had, it was, it quickly became very clear to me that I have to do something,
and I have to do it quickly. And what, what to do. Um, of course I started immediately
with English because I had to start from there…
After completing the English language program, Vesela was looking for a suitable study
program. She explained how she chose her major:
I already knew that I wanted to be something like a counselor, as a social worker, to work
this. But I had been so uninformed that I just did not have the terminology, I did not
know the term to name what I wanted to be. And so I worked as a dental assistant, and a
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colleague who was there at the reception, one day she told me, “Come on here. My
daughter is studying at one small private college” and she gave me some brochures to
look at. They have a campaign “bring a friend” and they give them a discount from their
tuition. And I had a look – a certificate program for a domestic violence counselor. I read
the description. I said, “Hey, this is nice. I like it a lot, but it is somehow very narrowly
focused.” Besides that, one year and so expensive, and just a certificate program. So it
even does not give you a college degree, right. And I want a degree. I turn to the next
page, I read ‘[?] counselor’. I said, “Ah, this is also very nice. But to have something to
unite both, and a little bit more, and to give you a college degree too, to make it worth,
right.” And I turn to the third page and ‘A bachelor’s of social work.’ I read that, and I
said, “Here, this is my place.” And really.
Vesela felt that she found her place when she identified a major with the occupation she wanted
to have a career in.

Success

Finding one’s place was also related to immigrant feelings of being successful or proud in
America. For example, when asked about a time she felt successful or proud, Bisera responded,
“When I defended my [nursing] license. I felt that I have achieved, um, my dream, right? And,
the second time was when I became a nurse, when I found work.” Bisera’s dream was to work
here as she had worked before in Bulgaria, which she accomplished through education in the
U.S.
Another immigrant, Vasil, shared when he felt successful in the U.S.:
Well, yes, this was maybe when I completed this certificate for the first time. This made
me feel successful because for me, it was very difficult. I even have people I know who
could not pass it, and they had to go a second time, right. I was very happy that with a
little bit of preparation, only three months, um, I managed to pass this certificate from the
first time. So, this really made me feel successful that I really have chosen a good
professional development as I managed to earn the certificate, but this gave a reason to
know that I have what is needed to be able to perform with the job I will work.
Vasil needed to complete obtain a certificate to have the professional job he wanted. He thought
that obtaining certificates was a way for him to also grow in his profession.
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Petya looked back on her ten years of work as an educator at the Bulgarian school in
America:
The children are growing up, and while growing up, I see them, how they succeed. They
enter colleges. They want to become lawyers. They want to become doctors, so that I feel
a part of all of this. And, all of this makes me proud.
Through her work, Petya contributed to the success of her own students as they advanced in their
lives.
Boyana was proud of her ability to pay off her loans:
I feel proud in America. For example, now last year in the spring I managed to give my
last payments for the housing that we bought in 2001 together with my son…But here,
God blessed me such that I managed to pay off new car, and I paid off everything…So I
think that this is…Um, pride, this is to come, to manage with $300 in America, and well,
to succeed and to take higher education, and to buy yourself a housing and a car, and not
to owe anything to this country. I think that this is not only pride, but also a miracle from
God.
Boyana was proud that she managed her life in America. She not only studied again in a different
system in another country and pursued a profession of her choice but also built a home and
created convenience for herself through her own means.
To summarize, Bulgarian immigrants felt successful and/or proud of both personal and
professional accomplishments. Personal successes were attributed to individual achievements,
including improved English language skills, successful completion of a program of study,
obtaining certificates or licenses, finding a job, improving one’s economic or health situation,
family, and religion as well as helping others. In terms of professional accomplishments,
immigrants felt successful when they managed with difficulties at work, managed more job
responsibilities or a lot of work, accumulated professional achievements, and received
appreciation from their supervisors.
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Self-Discovery

A number of the participants talked about how they made important discoveries about
God in their lives while living in America. For example, Diliana reflected about her life:
Um, because this interview is in general for my life, the most important thing for me that
I discovered in the last couple of years is this, that I managed to discover Jesus Christ and
the Bible. And this became a philosophy and a main part of [my] life. And I want to cite
one thing from the Bible. Um, it is written, “You first search for my kingdom and his
rightfulness and everything else would be added.” In other words, for God in any single
thing in our lives, in every single sphere, we have to look for God, His will, His
rightfulness, what God wants us to do in our fields, in our lives. And from there on,
everything else will come to its place. We should not get worried. And also, when I
started believing, I had another favorite phrase from the Bible, “If God is with us, who
can be against us?” In other words, the most important thing in life is what I discovered
in my 40 plus years, um, experience in my life, and my 18 years of stay in America is that
a man has to be in good relation with God, to request forgiveness for his sins and accept
Jesus Christ as a personal savior, and just to follow Christ, to walk in the right path, and
from there on, every single thing will come to its place.
Diliana shared her thoughts about the most important discovery of her life that she made in
America.
Bojana also started believing in God when she came to America. She said:
Here in America, my whole family believed in God. If we had not come, we would have
not believed. There was one pastor who said that people who receive green cards, they
also receive a visa for heaven because many people, when they come from Bulgaria, they
save themselves. Because in America belief is free. It is not like in Bulgaria, um, people
are very confused between religion and belief. In Bulgaria, it is more the religion, um, of
the religious things, than the belief. According to me, the belief is not a religion. And
even in Bulgaria we were religious, but when we came to America, we became believers.
This is what I learned in America.
Bojana appreciated that belief is free in America. She thought that coming to America helped her
and her family become believers.
Kamen also became a believer in the U.S. He explained:
Um, now for me it is important, um, Jesus Christ the Savior, I encourage everyone who
has a desire to, even if they do not accept him, to read the holy book, the Bible. There is
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one verse, John, Chapter 8, verse 32: “Know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”
I read it. And every day I work with it. No matter how much traffic it is, for me, when I
approach, the traffic is moving. When there is a tornado, when it approaches and my wife
says, “But there so and so, I see it, clouds from there.” I drive and I only do like that
[moves his hand in the air]. It goes right and left. I continue. This is it. When I believe in
God, He is with me, and I am with Him, and so. This is how the day starts and finishes
with Him.
Similar to other Bulgarian immigrants, Kamen found meaning in believing in God.
In this section, which considered the theme of life in America, the following sub-themes
emerged: the Bulgarian immigrants’ perceptions of immigrant life in America captured by the
sub-theme, “Immigrant life is…”; work in relation to family and social life; difficulties or
barriers; help from family and friends versus services used as an immigrant; prepare, plan, and
achieve dreams; personal characteristics to endure and succeed; opportunities; perceptions of
American culture; finding one’s place; success; and self-discovery. The following findings came
as a result of the exploration:
1. The Bulgarian immigrants believed that the expectations that it would be easy in
America before migrating to the U.S. were different from the reality they faced
afterward.
2. The Bulgarian immigrants perceived that they had to overcome many challenges,
especially at the beginning of their immigrant lives.
3. The Bulgarian immigrants perceived that they needed more help at the beginning of
their immigrant journeys.
4. The Bulgarian immigrants believed that it was important to prepare and to plan to
manage and achieve dreams.
5. The Bulgarian immigrants believed that certain personal qualities were needed to
persevere and succeed in America.
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6. The Bulgarian immigrants believed that America provides immigrants with
opportunities to succeed.
7. For the most part, the Bulgarian immigrants constructed a positive image of America
as a country of abundance where people are friendly and polite.
8. The Bulgarian immigrants believed that they needed to know the English language to
be able to choose a profession, work where they want and, thus, find their place.
Finding one’s place was also related to immigrants’ feelings of being successful
and/or proud of both personal and professional accomplishments in America.
9. Some of the Bulgarian immigrants made important self-discoveries in their lives by
coming and living in America.

Conclusion

Upon coming to the United States, the interviewed Bulgarian immigrants experienced
different language and culture in their host country. In addition, the initial lack of recognition of
their credentials forced many of them to take low-skilled jobs. However, they successfully
adapted with time by improving their host language skills, continuing their education, and
learning and fulfilling requirements in the local labor market so they could eventually obtain the
more high-skilled jobs they desired. These Bulgarian immigrants took different career paths
toward achieving their goals and aspirations. Being highly motivated, hardworking, and
persistent individuals, they not only persevered and survived, but they also said they felt
successful at doing their jobs in their new environment.

CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS

During my doctoral studies, I have encountered many immigrants in the U.S. higher
education system. Listening to them, I became more and more fascinated by their stories and
wanted to learn about their immigrant journeys. Accordingly, I conducted this narrative inquiry. I
interviewed 21 Bulgarian immigrants who had lived in the U.S. for at least three years; however,
the majority of the participants had lived in the U.S. for 10-15 years. My participants were
Boyana, a nurse; Nadejda, a sterile technician; Denitsa, a sterile technician; Vesela, a social
worker; Diana, a manager in physiotherapy; Viara, a physiotherapist; Ralitsa, a caregiver;
Diliana, an owner of a trucking business; Snejana, a safety manager; Dimitar, a mechanic;
Kamen, a truck driver; Todor, a computer programmer; Bisera, a nurse; Krum, a construction
worker; Bojana, a dealer in a casino; Desislava, a teacher; Simeon, a driver; Vasil, an engineer;
Stefana, a software engineer; Asen, a telecom engineer; and Petya, a teacher. This study sought
to answer the following research questions:
1. How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive their work experiences in the U.S.?
a. How do Bulgarian immigrants describe their work?
b. What is the view of Bulgarian immigrants with respect to their employer(s)?
c. How do the experiences of Bulgarian immigrants employed in high-skilled jobs
differ compared to those occupying low-skilled jobs?
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2. How do Bulgarian immigrants learn to navigate through the U.S. labor market,
including attaining, retaining, and switching jobs?
3. How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive some of the changes they went
through after coming to the U.S.?
This chapter includes an overview of the significant findings of the study, a discussion of
the research questions or a consideration of the findings in light of existing research studies, and
the limitations of the study as well as the conclusions, recommendations, and researcher’s
reflection. Figure 8 provides the connection between the main categories based on the research
questions (left-hand side) and the major domains that emerged from findings (right-hand side).

Work experience in the U.S.

Perceptions
of work

Experience
with
employer(s)

Highskilled jobs
versus lowskilled jobs

English
language
Education
Work
Life in
America

Learning to navigate through
the U.S. labor market,
including attaining, retaining,
and switching jobs

Changes in life

Figure 8. Connections between main categories (on the left-hand side) and four major domains
(on the right-hand side).
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Research Question 1
How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive their work experience in the U.S.?

All of the Bulgarian immigrants in this study were legal immigrants. The majority came
through a green card lottery or obtained their immigrant status through a family member. Having
this legal status allowed them to live and work legally in the U.S., and these Bulgarian
immigrants found jobs early in their immigrant journeys. Therefore, the findings of this study
were different from studies focused on experiences of illegal immigrants. The literature clearly
distinguishes between legal and illegal immigrant statuses when focused on immigrants and
points to the advantages of immigrant legality (Goldring & Landolt, 2011; Yakushko et al.,
2008). Goza and DeMaris (2003) point out the need for immigrants to be treated as a population
separate from the native-born who grew up in the host society. Especially when considering
illegal immigrants, their disadvantages in the local labor market—including not having legal
documents, sufficient proficiency in language, and access to information—were apparent.
Harrison and Lloyd (2013) and Goldring and Landolt (2011) argue that not having legal status
results in workers having less security and being employed in precarious jobs. This was not the
case with the Bulgarian immigrants in this study who had rights through their legal immigrant
status, which had a positive effect on their employment. For the most part, they reported being
satisfied and content with their work. Many perceived their work experiences in the U.S. as
enriching and providing different, interesting and new learning experiences with opportunities to
care for others and with the desired freedom, independence, and flexibility.
Besides immigration status, other factors might have played a part in the immigrants’
perceptions of their work experiences. Using the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy
(NAAL) data on adult immigrants with limited English proficiency, scholars examined this
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group’s education, labor market participation, income, and use of welfare as well as their
involvement in English as a second language and English literacy (e.g., Batalova & Fix, 2010;
Wrigley, Chen, White, & Soroui, 2009). Compared to the native born, it was almost three times
more likely that immigrant adults in the NAAL had not completed high school or earned a high
school diploma (Batalova & Fix, 2010). In contrast, all of the Bulgarian immigrants in this study
had earned high school diplomas and higher. Batalova and Fix (2010) found a strong correlation
between adult immigrants’ medium oral English language skills and having a high school
diploma or GED as a minimum. Further, they found that almost one third of the immigrants with
medium proficiency were holders of a bachelor’s degree. In the current study, the majority of the
Bulgarian immigrants had a higher education degree from Bulgaria and/or the U.S.
With respect to the immigrants’ labor force participation, it was more likely for men to be
employed compared to women (Batalova & Fix, 2010). However, all of the Bulgarian immigrant
men and women in the current study were employed. Batalova and Fix (2010) stated that the
more developed the English skills of immigrant women were, the more likely their participation
in the labor market and lower their unemployment were. This finding was confirmed in that
many of the Bulgarian immigrant women and men discussed their interactions with supervisors,
colleagues, and clients, which witnesses their proficiency in English language skills.
Compared to immigrants with higher English skills, immigrants with low oral language
skills were more likely to be poor and to use welfare (Batalova & Fix, 2010). None of the
immigrants in this study felt they were poor or claimed to receive any public benefits. One of the
participants, Diliana, said that she was happy to pay higher taxes due to her good income because
she was aware this money went for other people in need, and thus, she believed she was helping
to alleviate their situation.
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Although there were many immigrants with lower English proficiency, those who
enrolled in ESL classes or other program to improve their English language skills were a
relatively small percentage (Batalova & Fix, 2010). Some of the immigrants in this study
discussed their enrollment in ESL classes. Many acknowledged the importance of English in
their host country and put effort into improving their English. Those immigrants who took
English classes did that during their first couple of years in the U.S. (for example, Boyana,
Diliana, Vasil, Asen, and Petya). Some of the immigrants had higher levels of English from
Bulgaria (Stefana, Asen, and Viara), but a few planned to continue improving their English in the
future (Bojana and Ralitsa).
According to NAAL, out of the total U.S. adult population, 15% did not have basic
reading skills (Batalova & Fix, 2010). As adults became more competent in English, their
participation in the labor market also increased. Further, the higher their literacy skills, the higher
their prospects for employment were. With respect to the Bulgarian immigrants in this study,
who were all employed at the time of the interviews, none of them reported having being
enrolled in a basic skills class, such as writing, reading, and arithmetic skills. A number of the
participants were in technical fields, such as engineering and IT, which are occupations that
develop and require advanced quantitative skills.
Although the majority of the Bulgarian immigrants expressed their satisfaction with their
work, some of them (e.g., Ralitsa and Dimitar) felt discontent with their work situation because
of the downgrading of their credentials after coming to the U.S., different labor market
conditions for specific occupations, and/or not being able to work in their desired occupations.
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Research Question 1a
How do Bulgarian immigrants describe their work?

The Bulgarian immigrants in this study took professional positions in the U.S. labor
market, including managerial positions. Some of them were self-employed or business owners.
Although immigrants coming from countries that are members of the European Union (EU) only
account for about 10% of all permanent immigrants to the U.S., they are a rich source of highly
skilled workers (Hu & Sumption, 2011). Some of the immigrants in this study discussed the
advantages of their work, such as a good salary, beyond the outcome of having employment.
Some of the younger immigrants perceived that their work provided opportunities for
professional development and personal growth. However, others perceived their jobs as tiring or
dangerous. Other studies found that immigrants took jobs, such as low-skilled occupations and
jobs that were insecure or likely to lead to injuries (Goldring & Landolt, 2011; Yakushko et al.,
2008).
Martins and Reid (2007) examined how immigrants learned to manage in their
environments. When coming to the U.S., many immigrants believed they would find meaningful
employment or continue working in their careers (Yakushko et al., 2008). Meaningful
employment for these immigrants meant “liking” their job, which was related to what they
valued for their occupations. Some of the participants’ responses revolved around the following:
to help people (Boyana and Viara); your work to be your hobby (Dimitar); have work-life
balance (Nadejda and Asen); learning something new (Nadejda and Vasil); have independence,
flexibility, freedom (Krum, Dimitar, and Kamen); match your intellect and skills to what you do
(Vasil); work in what you studied for and worked before and/or be able to transfer your skills to
another closely related field (Dimitar); and serve the needs of the community (Petya). Living in
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the fast-paced and dynamic world of work today where people have to manage boundaryless and
protean careers, the immigrants in this study discussed what they were looking for in their work
and how their work was meaningful for them. Meaningful employment was different for every
participant; however, the immigrants knew what they were looking for and what made them
“happy,” “satisfied,” or “content.”
For the Bulgarian immigrants in this study, it was important to find employment that was
meaningful to them. Upon coming to the U.S., their educational and professional credentials
were not recognized. They had to be able to manage different aspects of their new life, including
paying bills. This led them to consider low-skilled jobs. They perceived their work in low-skilled
occupations was necessary and something they had to do until they obtained credentials that
were valued in the U.S. labor market. It took time for the Bulgarian immigrants to learn about
various occupations and requirements so they could choose suitable employment for themselves.
Once they achieved that, they could pursue more meaningful and significant jobs for themselves
and eventually become more content and satisfied with their work experiences in the U.S.
Among the Bulgarian immigrants in this study, there were some who were self-employed
or were business owners. Literature often treats these immigrants as a separate group due to their
distinctive issues and different participation in the labor market. Researchers like Blume,
Ejrnaes, Nielsen, and Wurtz (2009) were interested in the unemployment and self-employment
of immigrants in developed countries. They argued that immigrants, compared to natives, often
choose to be self-employed rather than being unemployed due to barriers they encounter for paid
employment. Blume et al. noted that in the Danish context, from which they drew their
population sample, immigrants from certain (ethnic) groups are marginalized. Entry-level
barriers, such as fluency in the host-country language or discrimination, no longer played a role
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in immigrant employment when an immigrant established one’s own business (Blume et al.).
The Bulgarian immigrants who were self-employed or had their own businesses did not explain
that they chose their current work because they could not find employment. Instead they said
they enjoyed having flexibility and independence in their work. In addition, none of the
Bulgarian immigrants in this study were unemployed or claimed to have been unemployed. They
believed that success, including having the work of their choice, was due to their hard work,
learning, and personal desires and qualities.

Research Question 1b
What is the view of Bulgarian immigrants with respect to employer(s)?

Literature cites various cases of employers being discriminatory and unfair (e.g., Harrison
& Lloyd, 2013) toward immigrants. These Bulgarian immigrants discussed only a few negative
experiences with their employers. On the other hand, these Bulgarian immigrants had mostly
positive experiences with their supervisors and managers, paralleling Fang et al.’s (2009) study
that suggests the role employers have in the career success of their immigrant employees. The
Bulgarian immigrants acknowledged that their supervisors were supportive and helpful for them
at work. This view is illustrated by Nadejda, who shared:
I received a lot of support from the manager. Whatever I don’t know, whenever I go to
ask him, he is just such a person that he helps everyone and is always very committed,
very hardworking – having such a boss, he is just one in a million. I receive a lot of
support from him. Whatever it is, I have no worry asking him about whatever I don’t
know. I do not worry that he might think that I don’t know something and something like
that. He is glad if we ask him because he understands that if you want to complete the
work and you don’t know something, it is better to ask. I always seek help. Or, [I seek
help] from colleagues. Um, I receive support, a lot of support, especially from the
manager who works as much as us and more than us. Yes.
Nadejda’s manager was supportive and she sought help from him when she needed it.
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The participants who were self-employed comprised nearly 24% of the study sample.
They had been employed by an employer in Bulgaria; however, at the time of the interviews,
they reported being self-employed in the U.S. They were motivated to become self-employed
because they valued their “freedom,” “independence and flexibility,” and that employment
opportunities were not available in their host country. One of the participants, Krum, had had a
negative experience previously with an employer in the U.S., which might have affected his
decision to become self-employed. Another participant, Diliana, stated that she was approached
by a friend about starting a business together, and she saw an opportunity to try something
different from her current occupation. Later, she established her own business without a partner.
Petya identified a need in the Bulgarian community—children of Bulgarian immigrants to learn
their parents’ native language and know their roots—and provided service for it. Dimitar and
Kamen valued their independence in working for themselves. Regardless of their motivation to
become self-employed, this group of immigrants felt successful with regard to their work in the
U.S. The immigrants who were self-employed became so because of their personal
circumstances and preferred choice (e.g., Diliana and Dimitar).

Research Question 1c
How do the experiences of Bulgarian immigrants employed in high-skilled jobs
differ compared to those occupying low-skilled jobs?

Often lacking language and job skills are the reasons many recent immigrants find
employment in jobs/occupations that are usually low-skilled labor (Yakushko et al., 2008). The
Bulgarian immigrants said they had worked in low-skilled occupations during the first years of
their immigrant lives because English language skills and education were needed for them to
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secure high-skilled jobs. Wong, Duff, and Early (2009) found that when the immigrants take part
in language and skills programs, it can influence positively their lives.
Many of the participants talked about how “the first couple of years” they had to work in
low-skilled labor. For example, Diliana and Vasil acknowledged that at the beginning of their
immigrant experience they worked other jobs. The participants spoke about how they managed
to move from low-skilled occupations to high-skilled occupations. Diliana had to have her
diploma from her home country evaluated and then she could obtain a job in a bank in the U.S.
Bisera talked about how she graduated from a nursing program in five years and then found a job
as a nurse. Boyana also graduated from a nursing program in two years and found the job she
wanted. In general, the English language and a U.S. education were needed to secure high-skilled
positions. English was needed for entering U.S. higher education institutions (Vesela, Viara, and
Asen) and to secure certain jobs. For example, Ralitsa stated that for her job, she needed to be
able to understand what her clients wanted.
The English language was an important tool for the Bulgarian immigrants to be able to
communicate with people, including colleagues and clients, as well as institutions in their new
environments. For example, Diliana shared, “And I don’t think that a person can have a
successful career without the English language. You need to know English well because it is not
possible not to communicate, communication without language….” Stefana continued these lines
of thought by saying that the English language helps: “You can express what you want, to
express yourself better.” Simeon also saw the value of being able to communicate in English. He
said, “It is always better to know English because the least you can do is to convince the person
in front of you what have happened, you see, the least.” Desislava further stressed that the
language helps with communication with authorities and institutions in her work:
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It always helps. Without any doubt, the knowledge of languages, whatever they are, helps
a lot. But specifically for the English language, of course it helps because the school itself
communicates with the American authorities, and we are registered here. We have all the
necessary registration. They are made at a local level here so you have to know English,
and this helps in the work. Also, in the communication with different institutions here.
For example, when various events are organized, the language is necessary.
Besides knowledge of the English language, experience accumulated in the U.S. was also
helpful for finding employment. For example, Nadejda had experience as a dental assistant and
later became a certified sterile processing technician, which was work related to health care.
Evaluation of credentials and obtaining a higher education degree in the U.S. helped
these immigrants move on to more desirable and high-skilled employment after improving their
English language skills, studying, and accumulating work experience in their host country. On
the whole, these immigrants moved up to better employment opportunities, which were more
desirable to them.

Research Question 2
How do Bulgarian immigrants learn to navigate through the U.S. labor market
including attaining, retaining, and switching jobs?

The Bulgarian immigrants in this study acknowledged that preparation was needed for
immigrants to succeed in their host country. Reflecting on their immigrant experiences,
Bulgarian immigrants provided their advice to prepare those coming to live in the U.S. A number
of the immigrants pointed out the importance of knowing the English language. Nadejda said,
“To come with English.” Boyana said:
First, to sign up/enroll to study English in Bulgaria before they come here. To learn as
much as they can, so that when they come here, to have some base to step, and from there
on, to study to be able to find a normal job.
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With respect to finding work at the beginning, Vesela’s advice was, “Not to refuse any
job at the beginning at least. Not to be picky.” Ralitsa said:
To take, as much as possible, more money. And to prepare for a lot of work and
overcoming of difficulties. And not to expect that they would be immediately placed if
they had any education in Bulgaria or some profession, not to expect that here they can
immediately start to practice the same profession. It is possible at one moment they can
realize their profession again, but at the beginning, it is difficult.
Diliana added:
Um, if they are going to come to America, um, I would give them a piece of advice just
to prepare. Um, especially at the beginning, the first one, two years to have realistic
expectations, and to prepare that the first one, two years they are difficult everywhere.
And to prepare that they have to work a little bit more. There is one such period at the
beginning when people usually work professions that they were not working those in
Bulgaria. I work now as a business person, while in Bulgaria, I had an economic degree,
but at the beginning, I have worked as a, um, for example I have been a waitress, I have
also helped an elderly person who had health problems. So at the beginning, the first one,
two years usually there is one harder/more difficult period that has to be endured for the
person to learn the language and to realize professionally, and to achieve, um, a better
level of education, of work, and so on, here until he establishes himself. So I would give
them advice not to despair from the difficulties. The first one, two, three years are
difficult, but after that, at the end, a person gets settled, and he starts to enjoy the wealth
of the country.
Diana suggested:
Um, I would tell them not to have great expectation at the beginning. Um, to forget their
ego a little bit, and to put more effort in that, to get used to the environment because it is
very different. And I would tell them this will enrich them as an experience. It is not bad,
even if they don’t like it. It is not bad because they will have some knowledge from a
personal experience. And they consider when they come here. It might be they do not
want to stay for a long time. And also not to work too hard because they should look
most of all after their health. Work, work, work, but a little break is needed, too. This is
also needed [laughs]. And yes.
Future immigrants have to be aware that immigrant life is unpredictable. As Denitsa said, “To
expect the unexpected [laughs].”
Immigrants experience job or career transitions upon coming to the U.S. Work
experiences in their countries of origin and the conditions faced by immigrants in their host
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countries have an impact on their career transition (Yakushko et al., 2008). Helping immigrants
deal with the transition can make their adjustment to their new work reality easier (Yakushko et
al.). To obtain jobs, these Bulgarian immigrants said they prepared for work by undertaking both
formal and informal opportunities for learning. Developing new credentials is a way for qualified
immigrants to adjust to the labor market conditions in their host country (Zikic, Bonache, &
Cerdin, 2010). These Bulgarian immigrants took advantage of the opportunities for improving
their English language skills and continuing their education. They evaluated their Bulgarian
credentials, studied for a major, acquired certificates and licenses, and participated in on-the-job
training. They accumulated work experience in the U.S. that helped them navigate the local labor
market. Being involved with learning new skills, including taking language courses, upgrading
their skills, and searching for/building knowledge about the new conditions they encountered,
positively influenced their adjustment experiences in their new lives (Martins & Reid, 2007).
These engagements could be thought of as coping strategies to overcome challenges with the
new adjustments they had to make (Martins & Reid, 2007).
Although immigrants face many challenges in their host countries, they develop
strategies to overcome difficulties along their way. Some of the ways to deal with challenges are
found in the immigrants’ original cultures, such as being resilient, courageous and strong;
utilizing social support; and believing in God (Ojo, 2009). Some of the Bulgarian immigrants
shared that they sought out and found social support (groups, church, etc.) from other Bulgarian
immigrants and used those connections within their employment opportunities when choosing a
career path. Upon coming to the U.S., some of the immigrants acknowledged that they had been
helped by other immigrants from their home country who came before them. For example,
Boyana stated her neighbors from Bulgaria helped her to find a job when she first came. A friend
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told her about a program that she considered enrolling in. A friend also told Ralitsa how to find a
job. Ralitsa and Nadejda were recommended by another Bulgarian immigrant when they were
looking for a job. Kamen was helped by his uncle in his search for work. Diliana, a selfemployed business owner, explained the importance of social connection in that her company
only hires Bulgarians.
The Bulgarian immigrants in this study valued their work experience in the U.S. They
encountered challenges, mostly in the early years of their work experiences as immigrants, in
regard to insufficient mastery of the English language by learning at work and the industry
specific to their occupation. However, the Bulgarian immigrants were persistent and hardworking individuals who sometimes relied on the help of supervisors and coworkers. To recover
from the stress at work, the Bulgarian immigrants participated in recreational and spiritual
activities.
Research has investigated the job satisfaction of immigrants, finding that immigrants with
higher levels of ethnic identity were more satisfied with their jobs (Shinnar, 2007). In addition,
immigrants had higher levels of acculturation to the dominant culture in their host countries and
perceived less discrimination and racism from people in their communities (Valdivia & Flores,
2012). In the current study, the Bulgarian immigrants reported few discriminatory experiences.
For the most part, they reported being satisfied with their current work, although they admitted
they had to learn how to find a job that offered opportunities for work, professional development,
and financial security. For example, Diliana explained how she was satisfied with her work:
In general, I am satisfied. This is one of the areas in life where it can be said I am more
than satisfied, in the sense that I have more than enough, plentiful, both as work, in the
sense that I do not have shortage of work, and as means, from the fruits of my labor. So if
I have to say how [the work] makes me feel in one word, the first word is satisfied.
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For Diliana, satisfaction with her work meant that she had a lot of work and at the same time she
was content with the results of her work.
Another participant, Boyana, described her feelings of satisfaction with her work:
Um, I feel satisfaction from what I do because I feel that I am at a place where they need
me and that in some way I help people with my work and with my activity. I help them to
feel better, to become better because they are in the hospital to become better and to leave
– um, no one lives in the hospital. To be able to go back to their homes and to the nursing
homes they came from. And mostly to feel good….And I feel content when I see that
people feel better after we are helping them…. I am satisfied because I feel that this is the
right job, that [this] is purposeful for me. So I am satisfied with my job.
Boyana felt satisfied with her labor at the hospital.
Not all of the findings about individual experiences were positive. Some individuals (e.g.,
Dimitar) admitted they were not initially happy about the downgrading of their skills and
knowledge that impacted their ability to work in a profession they had held in Bulgaria.
However, in each case, the participants made choices to do what they needed to do to secure
employment and build a new life in the U.S. For example, while Dimitar would have had the
option to continue in the same line of work in the U.S., he chose to switch from working on
planes to working on trucks because “it was more profitable.” Diliana also opted to open her own
business rather than work in a bank because she saw it as a good opportunity “to try something
different.”
Qualified immigrants are not only trying to find professional jobs and acquire credentials
from their host countries, but they are also developing local know-how or gaining local work
experience (Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010). They have to learn the local business culture and
integrate into it. These Bulgarian immigrants valued their learning from their work experience in
the U.S. They developed personal qualities and behaviors with respect to their work, improved
their fluency in English, and learned from on-the-job training about work expectations and
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requirements. They acknowledged that the best way to learn for their jobs was from experience
or by asking their supervisors or colleagues for help.
Literature discusses barriers and motivators that play an important role in immigrants’
career development (Fang, Zikic, & Novicevic, 2009; Shinnar 2007; Yakushko et al., 2008).
Shinnar (2007) found that the careers of Mexican immigrants in the hospitality industry were
influenced by individual-level variables, group-level variables, and contextual-level variables.
The individual level included personal characteristics and personal goals. The Bulgarian
immigrants in this study believed they had to know the English language to be able to progress in
their careers. They advanced by learning new skills and upgrading existing ones, by taking
courses and exams, by acquiring certificates, and by participating in job-specific training. The
Bulgarian immigrants also identified personal characteristics for their success, such as being
responsible for their work as well as having positive attitudes toward work – e.g., being
passionate about one’s job and liking one’s occupation. With respect to their career goals, the
Bulgarian immigrants’ goals were related to continuing learning and improving their skills,
completing professional certificates and licenses, expanding their own businesses, or planning
for retirement.
Group-level variables incorporated cultural values, immigrant status, and discrimination
(Shinnar, 2007). These Bulgarian immigrants came to the U.S. as legal immigrants, which
positively influenced their employment opportunities. Their perceptions of the limitless
opportunities available to immigrants in the U.S. motivated their desire for success and
professional development. Finally, the contextual-level variables accounted for the specific
conditions of the labor market and immigration, that is, a specific immigrant population
identifies barriers and motivations to its occupational advancement (Shinnar, 2007). The
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Bulgarian immigrants in this study articulated their experiences with their occupational
attainment and advancement unique to their population. They felt successful in the U.S. and were
proud of their performance accomplishments and success at work.
With respect to working or occupational preferences of qualified professionals, the
findings of this study relate to Chiswick and Taengnoi’s (2007) empirical study. Chiswick and
Taengnoi found that immigrants who were employed in high-skilled jobs in the U.S. and had a
mastery of English were more likely to be employed in communication-intensive occupations.
However, when an immigrant’s country-of-origin language was from a different family than
English, then he/she would more likely be employed in occupations with less required
communication, such as jobs in computer and engineering fields. On the other hand, for
occupations that demand communication skills (e.g., jobs in social services), employees’
proficiency in English may not be needed when they serve immigrants who speak the same
language. Vesela, who is a social worker, discussed how her clients were immigrants. Both
Boyana and Bisera, who are nurses, also talked about their communication with immigrant
patients, although their clients were from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Some of
the Bulgarian immigrants who were fluent in English were in computer science and engineering
fields. This can be explained by the argument that immigrants’ occupational choices may depend
on U.S. immigration policy and the labor markets in one’s home and host countries (Chiswick &
Taengnoi). As Chiswick and Taengnoi suggest, prospective immigrants may have information
about which professional fields are highly desired in the U.S. and pursue an occupation in such
an area. Vasil was happy with his choice of occupation as an engineer, a decision he made while
still in Bulgaria before coming to the U.S.
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Literature acknowledges that immigrants, and especially immigrant women, have to deal
with the challenge of finding a balance between their work and family responsibilities and
managing multiple roles (Martins & Reid, 2007; Skachkova, 2007). In this study, Vesela’s story
stands out as a memorable example of an immigrant woman who in her early immigrant
experience strove to provide for her child as a single mother while working and studying. Some
of the Bulgarian immigrants who had young children had to arrange care for them while they
went to work. Furthermore, they were making plans for their children’s future, including
identifying good schools for them and saving money for their children’s college experience.
Such considerations required them to devote time to learn about different options available to
them and their families.

Research Question 3
How do Bulgarian immigrants perceive some of the changes they went through
after coming to the U.S.?

According to Berry (1991), change occurs on the physical, biological, political,
economic, cultural, social, and psychological levels (as cited in Vargas-Reighley, 2005). The
Bulgarian immigrants in the study discussed how they underwent economic, cultural, social, and
psychological changes.

Changes on the Economic Level

When coming to the U.S., the Bulgarian immigrants evaluated their work prospects for
the U.S. labor market. Many of them realized they would not be able to work in the occupation
they were in in Bulgaria. Their Bulgarian credentials were not recognized in the U.S. This
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confirms other studies’ findings about recognition of foreign credentials in the U.S. (e.g., Fang et
al., 2009; Rabben, 2013).
In general, recent immigrants often work in low-skilled occupations, especially during
the first years of residence in the U.S. (Yakushko et al., 2008). These Bulgarian immigrants also
had to find other types of work that were different from the jobs they were engaged in while in
Bulgaria. Pressed by the immediate need to earn a living, many took on low-skilled occupations,
which confirms the findings of Batalova et al. (2008), who identified the downgrading of
immigrant skills and brain waste. Many of the Bulgarian immigrants said that when one comes to
America, he/she needs to start at zero. However, although these Bulgarian immigrants felt that
they had to start at zero by obtaining jobs in low-skilled occupations, they still had higher goals
for themselves.
Changes on the Cultural Level

Berry (1991) states that changes on the cultural level include linguistic, religious, or
educational shifts. One of the first things some of the Bulgarian immigrants considered was
learning the English language. They enrolled in courses to improve their language skills and later
entered the U.S. higher education system. Some of the participants shared that they experienced
additional stress from the demands of the new educational system, together with the necessity of
going to work. Furthermore, it is important that immigrants are aware of differences in cultural
norms and environments with respect to work in their home and host countries (Yakushko et al.,
2008). During his first job experiences in the U.S., while working for a large U.S. corporation,
Vasil learned about the organizational system of work in the U.S. Another participant in the
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study, Bisera, advised her immigrant clients to watch American movies as a way to learn the
English language and ease the adjustment to the foreign life.

Changes on the Social Level

By coming to the U.S., immigrants’ relations with members of their families and
communities are often negatively affected (Yakushko et al., 2008). For these Bulgarian
immigrants, social changes included losing old relations and being exposed to new kinds of
relationships at work. For some of the younger immigrants (e.g., Vasil, Asen, Stefana, and
Simeon), the social changes included being part of an organizational hierarchical structure and
having supervisors or managers.

Changes on the Psychological Level

Berry (1991) notes that on the psychological level, changes in values, identities, abilities,
and motives may occur. The acculturation construct is multidimensional, involving change
across multiple levels. It is assumed that the dominant group initiates a change in the
acculturative group. Chiswick and Miller (1995) discussed incentives to learn the dominant
language in the immigrants’ host country because they could have a better job. The Bulgarian
immigrants considered the incentives, including attending English language classes and
continuing their education opportunities. Some of them expressed higher levels of motivation to
make changes and succeed. Some of the immigrants in this study shared how they changed their
motivation to understand different aspects of life in the U.S. For example, Boyana who was once
a traditional-age student in Bulgaria became a non-traditional student in the U.S. When coming
to the U.S. in her 50s, she realized that she needed to study again to succeed, and according to
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her, this was not the usual age people pursued formal education. However, once making the
decision to enroll in a higher degree program in the U.S., Boyana was persistent because she
wanted to succeed in her new life. To achieve her goal, she needed to complete her program of
study. Boyana found strength she did not know she had and completed it within the two-year
time frame she wanted. Similar to Boyana, Vesela also considered becoming a non-traditional
student. She was a single parent and wanted to study to better provide for her child.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations. The first is the small sample size and the fact that the
Bulgarian immigrants were represented from only the Chicagoland area. Therefore, findings
from this study cannot be generalized for all Bulgarian immigrants or for other immigrant
populations (e.g., Eastern Europeans, Europeans) in the U.S. Another limitation is that during the
interview transcribing process, the researcher sometimes had to interpret the meaning of what the
participants had said, which is typical for qualitative research (Van Nes et al., 2010). Challenges
with respect to data interpretation and preserving meaning are expected in cross-cultural studies,
especially in qualitative research with immigrants, when translating interview transcripts and
transferring meaning from a non-English language to English (Van Nes et al., 2010). However,
these can be addressed by being flexible in the presentation of meaning between languages by
contrasting cultural context (Van Nes et al., 2010).
I identify myself as a native person from Bulgaria, so there may have been unconscious
bias because I, as the researcher, come from the same country and have the same ethnicity as my
participants. However, being from the same population as the one being studied provided me
with easier access to this population compared to someone who is not from this population. I
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believe I could understand and present the issues of these immigrants because I am from the
same cultural background even though our experiences are not exactly the same. I am not an
immigrant who had to establish a new life in the U.S., look for a job, navigate the labor market,
or find ways to improve my English language skills and continue my education to have better
career prospect.
This study did not originally aim to explore initial motivations for immigration or
immigrants’ expectations about their future lives in their host country, including how future
immigrants prepare for their immigration or if this preparation was considered to be sufficient by
the immigrants once they were in the host country. Nor did it seek to determine whether the
participants’ expectations have been met. However, preparation seemed to be an important topic
for these immigrants. When asked, “If someone was about to come and live in America, what
advice would you provide to them to prepare them for their immigrant life?” the participants in
this study provided various answers, ranging from the importance of knowing English to having
a job arranged prior to coming to the U.S. Immigrants may not have important information about
local labor markets or any other aspect of the life in the U.S. and may not know how to prepare
for their immigrant journey accordingly. However, the participants’ responses revealed important
information that counselors and service providers can use to help immigrants prepare for and
settle into life in the U.S.

Conclusions

This study captured the voices of Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland area with
respect to their perceptions of work. Consistent with Berry’s (1991) multidimensionality of
acculturation theory, this study revealed that the Bulgarian immigrants went through some
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changes that occurred on economic, cultural, social, and psychological levels and that were
complex and on a continuum.

Recommendations for Higher Education

Immigrant students often come from educational systems that are different than the U.S.
educational system; therefore, it is important for higher education institutions to have support
systems in place for immigrant students. Support should come from faculty, administration, and
staff. Immigrant students need to make various adjustments to their new environment, including
adapting to the U.S. academic life. Faculty may need to design more inclusive methods of
instruction and curriculum. Furthermore, faculty can provide opportunities for involvement of
immigrant students in their projects as well as mentor immigrant learners. The experience of
immigrant students’ engagement with faculty may be beneficial to the immigrant students’
professional development and career advancement.
Administration can help immigrant students with their navigation through the U.S.
educational system. College and university staff have to acknowledge the various needs of
immigrant students and be able to direct them to resources they can utilize. Offices such as
financial aid and counseling can reach out to immigrant students and explain the opportunities
available to them. On the other hand, immigrant students bring their cultures and can be a rich
source of information for students, faculty, administration, and staff in higher education
institutions as well as people from the surrounding community. Offices and centers promoting
culture and diversity on U.S. college and university campuses might invite immigrant students to
present or participate in workshops designed to raise awareness of cultural diversity in higher
education. By providing opportunities for support and engagement of immigrant students, U.S.
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higher education institutions can play an important role for immigrant students to navigate
successfully through the educational system and achieve their career goals.
The English proficiency of immigrants affects their earnings and employment
opportunities (Wrigley et al., 2009), so English language programs are needed to address
immigrants’ need to improve their English language skills. These programs not only develop
language skills but can also help immigrants more easily find educational and employment
opportunities. In addition, it would be useful if the language programs are related to the specific
immigrant’s work contexts.
Immigrants come from various countries and cultures. Employers should be aware that
norms and practices (e.g., holidays off, shaking hands, telling jokes) immigrants encounter in
their host countries may be different from their experience in their home countries. Thus,
employers can provide cultural sensitivity training in the workplace and collaborate with
institutions of higher education that can design a curriculum and provide facilitation.

Suggestions for Future Research

Future research opportunities exist in regard to several areas: higher education, English as
a second language learning, and occupations and self-employment.

Higher Education

Authors like Rabben (2013) discuss the cumbersome process of recognizing foreign
credentials in the U.S. The Immigrant Human Capital Investment model predicts that highly
skilled immigrants who encountered difficulties transferring their skills in the U.S. job market
would consider investing in higher education to significantly increase their earnings (Akresh,
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2007). Immigrants need more support to learn and manage the process of evaluating their
diplomas and home country work experience as well as acquiring higher education to increase
their employment opportunities.
The findings of this dissertation research with respect to some of these immigrants who
enrolled in higher education programs point to the need for researching how immigrants manage
in higher education. Although this dissertation study found that the immigrants who pursued
higher education in the U.S. earned their degrees, they faced obstacles in doing so. For example,
not all of them were able to transfer their academic credentials and continue with their initial
major of interest (e.g., Vesela) or complete their studies within their expected timeline (e.g.,
Bisera and Stefana). Various factors, such as not being familiar with the foreign educational
system, lack of information, individual motivation, income, and support (e.g., mentoring) might
have played a role in these immigrants’ educational experiences/outcomes. A study that goes into
more depth to explore the factors that affect immigrants’ student achievement and shape their
educational experiences will be beneficial for higher education professionals.

English as a Second Language Learning

Immigrants are a very diverse population (Brooks, 2009). Their needs with respect to
learning English are different (Batalova & Fix, 2010). For example, immigrants may already
speak English by being immersed in the environment where this language is spoken (Wrigley et
al., 2009). However, immigrants who do not possess English language oral skills can benefit
from taking ESL classes with a focus on communication and literacy. On the other hand,
immigrants with higher levels of education and who possess medium English skills require
language and literacy instruction specific to their needs (Batalova & Fix, 2010). Immigrants who
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need to learn English and are recent arrivals to the U.S. can take advantage of programs for
learning the English language and about the U.S. culture (Wrigley et al., 2009). There is a need
to support and encourage reading and writing English language skills for the immigrants who
want to continue their education and find skilled jobs (Wrigley et al., 2009).
With respect to the English language learning of immigrants, a future study could explore
programs that best serve groups of immigrant adult English language learners with different
proficiency levels of English. Research can also investigate how English language programs for
immigrant adult learners can be tied to the specific work contexts. Knowing immigrants’ needs
can help policy makers and educators design more appropriate programs for diverse immigrant
English language learners. Employers can also provide support, including ESL classes at work
(Brooks, 2009), for the professional development of their immigrant employees.
Many of the immigrants in this study acknowledged the importance of the English
language or “professional language” at work. In addition, they perceived their interactions with
colleagues, supervisors, and clients to be important for their work and success. A future study
can explore existing English language programs, incorporating culture and transition outcomes
that employers provide for their immigrant employees. Since immigrants work in various
occupational contexts, a cross-case study can investigate and identify language program best
practices for immigrants’ adaptation at work. Such a study would be beneficial for both
immigrant employees and employers.

Occupation and Self-Employment

Immigrants tend to work in certain occupations (Wrigley et al., 2009). Some of them
become self-employed in their host countries. Toussaint-Comeau (2008) found that ethnic
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networks may increase the possibility for immigrants to consider self-employment. Factors that
affect immigrants’ decision for self-employment pertained to their length of stay in the U.S.,
their English language skills, and achieved education. Self-employment can improve the
situation of immigrants regarding their integration into the host society, and initiatives that
promote self-employment should be considered (Toussaint-Comeau, 2008).
A future study could focus on the lived experiences of Bulgarian immigrants employed in
a specific industry or occupation or immigrants with the same employment status, such as being
self-employed. In this regard, immigrant transitions, career pathways, and networking and
support systems could be explored within the same profession.
Knowing what challenges immigrants experience and how they manage is valuable
information for higher education institutions and employers because they can design appropriate
programs and tools to help immigrants overcome these challenges and achieve success. The
knowledge gained from this dissertation study with respect to these Bulgarian immigrants could
better support my (and other educators’) work and the population studied and could lead to
greater acclimation, integration, and better quality of life for Bulgarian immigrants. While this
study sought to determine whether these Bulgarian immigrants are satisfied with their work and
employers, future research could determine what factors lead to that satisfaction.

Researcher’s Reflection

By doing this project, I learned that Bulgarian immigrants are a very diverse group. They
share the same ethnicity and country of origin and experienced fundamental changes in their
home country because of its political transition. These changes affected the participants’ work
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and lives, and this was one of the reasons for them to consider coming to the United States. They
hoped for more employment opportunities and a better life.
By undertaking this research, I learned about Bulgarian immigrants’ lives in the U.S. I
learned that similar to other immigrants to the U.S., their credentials were not recognized in the
U.S. and that many of them “started at zero.” Not having their credentials recognized and
starting at zero is important to understanding their acculturation, part of which is adaptation,
which can take a long time. Generally, immigrants do not have jobs arranged for them prior to
coming to the U.S. They need to have realistic expectations that life in the U.S. is often
misrepresented in popular culture.
Although these immigrants undertook different career paths once in the U.S., mostly they
perceived themselves as successful in their new host country. They achieved their goals through
learning and education. They had various paths; some continued working in the same industry,
while other changed their occupations/professions. The example of these Bulgarian immigrants
is important because they demonstrate that when immigrants have higher goals and aspirations
and pursue them, they can achieve their dreams. As Vasil declared, the path toward the good life
is through learning and experience.
At the beginning of my study, I expected these immigrants to have had easier adjustments
and transitions in the U.S. because they legally came to the U.S. However, they had a hard time
during the first years of their immigrant lives and worked mostly in low-skilled jobs. They had to
learn to navigate the U.S. labor market as well as life in the U.S. As adult learners they explored
options, and eventually many of them believed they were successful and found their place.
To reflect on my research process, there were two times as many female participants in
this study as males. This gender lopsidedness can perhaps be explained with the usually
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perceived nurturing nature of women. This is especially true for health care professionals where
the majority of employees tend to be women. In this study, out of all of the women participants,
eight worked in health care. Altruistic behavior, such as helping people is a professional
characteristic of people working in health care. All of the male participants were recruited by one
of the female participants. However, both groups provided valuable information.
To reflect further on my research process, one of the questions (Research Question 1c)
asked about how the experiences of the Bulgarian immigrants employed in high-skilled jobs
differed compared to those occupying low-skilled jobs. This research question was designed with
the expectation that I would have participants working in both high-skilled and low-skilled
occupations at the time of data collection. However, the majority of the participants in my
sample had been in the U.S. between 10 and 15 years. They had already moved to jobs of their
choice. They held professional jobs in skilled occupations or were self-employed.
Finally, the interview guide that I developed and used in this study contained a question
asking whether knowledge of the English language helped the participants in their career
advancement. The question sought information pertaining to English in relation to career
advancement at work. However, these immigrants provided information that went beyond what
the question was initially seeking. They acknowledged the importance of knowing the English
language in their lives in that it was necessary to be able to communicate in English as well as it
provided better job opportunities for them. These immigrants identified English as one of the
main factors for achieving their success in the U.S. English language emerged as a strong theme
of its own rather than just being part of the work theme. This is not a surprise knowing that these
immigrants wanted to find their place in the host society, including working in professions of
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their choice. Learning the English language was a strategy to achieve that. They devoted time,
effort, and resources to study English at the beginning of their immigrant experience in the U.S.
The experience of these immigrants is important because adult and higher education
educators and employers, including human resource managers, have to pay special attention to
the needs of recent immigrants and not to expect or assume that immigrants know workplace
relations and arrangements in the foreign culture. Employers have to provide opportunities for
training of immigrants and for them to become accustomed to their new working environments
and have smoother transitions. Supporting immigrants in acquiring English and education and
providing them with opportunities to meet their needs at work can make their acculturation
easier.
As a researcher, I learned that when communicating with immigrants I had to keep
communication open via phone, email, and Skype. I also had to develop trust relationships with
my participants to be able to collect data, analyze it, and eventually reconstruct the stories of
their lived experiences. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) state that “people by nature lead storied
lives and tell stories of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect and
tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience” (p. 2). In my study, I described Bulgarian
immigrants’ lives and told their stories.
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Hello,
My name is Iva Angelova. I am a student in the doctoral program of Adult and Higher Education
within the College of Education at Northern Illinois University. I am working on my dissertation
research, and I am looking for people who would like to participate in my study about the lived
experiences of Bulgarian immigrants in the Chicagoland.
The purpose of this study is to explore Bulgarian immigrants’ narratives with respect to
their perceptions of immigrant work experiences in the U.S. This research will address
questions regarding challenges with immigrant career, job transitions and change of
career path, preparation for work, learning experiences, support for work, advancing in
one’s career, successful career, and future career goals. The knowledge gained from
Bulgarian immigrants’ lived experiences can be used to design educational programs to
address the needs of immigrants in adult and higher education.
I am looking for immigrants to be participants in my study if they:
1. Came to the U.S. after 1989 (the fall of the Berlin/Iron Wall)
2. Are at least twenty-five years old
3. Have been in the U.S. for at least three years, and
4. Have legal status of an immigrant
If you respond “yes” to all of the above, I would be glad to have you as a participant in my study.
I would like to schedule a confidential interview with you in the coming week(s). What would a
convenient date, time, and place be for you? If you are not able to meet with me in person due to
lack of travel time, we can conduct the interview via phone or Skype.
You can reach me via email: iangelova@niu.edu or angelova.iva@gmail.com and at (815) 5016135 (cell phone).
Thank you so much for considering being my participant. I am looking forward to meeting with
you.
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To the attention of:
Bulgarian Immigrants in the Chicagoland Area
Are you a Bulgarian immigrant who:
1. Came to the U.S. after 1989 (the fall of the Berlin/Iron Wall)?
2. Are at least twenty-five years old?
3. Have been in the U.S. for at least three years?
4. Have legal status of an immigrant
If you respond “yes” to all of the above, you can participate in a study
exploring the lived experiences of Bulgarian immigrants with respect to their
work and acculturation in the U.S. As a participant in the study you will be
engaged in a single, approximately one hour confidential interview.
This will be a good opportunity for your voice to be heard and to contribute to
your Bulgarian heritage.
This study is needed to fulfill a requirement for completing a doctoral degree
in the Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education at Northern
Illinois University.
To participate in this study, please contact Iva Angelova via email:
iangelova@niu.edu or angelova.iva@gmail.com and at (815) 501-6135.
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ADULT (18 or older)
I am aware of my voluntary participation in the research project “The Lived Experiences of
Bulgarian Immigrants in the Chicagoland Area,” conducted by Iva Angelova, a doctoral
candidate at the Department of Counseling, Adult, and Higher Education at Northern Illinois
University. I am aware that this inquiry will explore the lived experiences of Bulgarian
immigrants in the Greater Chicagoland area in relation to their work in the U.S.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will participate in an hour-long, one-onone interview in person, by telephone, or via Skype with Iva Angelova, the primary investigator
of the study. I have been informed that I will be asked, as an immigrant, to share my life story. If
more information is needed, I agree to be available to clarify issues, respond to additional
questions, and/or participate in a follow-up interview in person, by telephone, or via Skype.
I am aware that my participation will be kept confidential. I understand that there are no
consequences of withdrawing from this research. My participation is voluntary and I am free to
decide not to participate or to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. I understand
I may request a copy of the final report. If I have any additional questions concerning this study,
I may contact Iva Angelova at (815) 501-6135 or Dr. Barbara Schwartz-Bechet at (815) 7531619. I understand that if I want further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I
may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 7538588.
I understand that there are no known risks associated with this study.
By participating in this research, I will benefit in the following ways: (1) by gaining knowledge
about immigrant experiences and immigrants’ contribution to the host society, and (2) by having
the opportunity to participate in a qualitative research study.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form.
I give my consent to be audio-taped during the interviews.
________________________________________________ ______________________
Signature of Participant
Date
(Type your name above as your digital signature if to be returned by email.)
I give my consent to have photographs of myself appear in the research findings. The researcher
can take my photos and/or I will provide photos to the researcher, if needed.
_______________________________________________ ______________________
Signature of Participant
Date
(Type your name above as your digital signature if to be returned by email.)
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Iva Angelova, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, IL 60115, (815) 501-6135,
iangelova@niu.edu; Dr. Barbara Schwartz-Bechet, Department of Special and Early Education,
Northern Illinois University, (815) 753-1619, bschwartzbechet@niu.edu
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Background questions
1) Describe your family to me.
2) Tell me about your educational experiences.
a) What is your major?
b) What are your aspirations for education?
Questions about immigrant work experience(s)
3) What do your work experiences look like?
a) What is your current occupation? /What do you do for a living?
4) What have you done to prepare yourself for work?
a) What training(s) have you attended to prepare you for your current job?
5) How would you define “a successful career”? What is your definition of a successful
career in your professional field?
a) How do you believe you are successful in your career in the U.S.?
b) What does your dream job look like?
6) What steps have you considered to make you successful for your current career?
a) What training opportunities have you had an opportunity(ies) to engage in so far?
b) How has your knowledge of the English language helped you or not in your
career advancement? /How do you believe knowledge of the English language
plays a role in your career advancement?
7) What transitions have you made in terms of your career?
8) What do you like best about your job?
a) Tell me about a specific experience in America when you felt successful or proud.
9) What is your least favorite thing about your job?
a) Tell me about a specific experience here when you were frustrated or
unsuccessful.
10) What challenges/obstacles, if any, have you experienced with respect to your work?
a) What kind of stressors do you have in your work?
b) How do you cope with these stressors?
c) What kind of strategies do you use to help you deal with difficult situations in
your career?
11) What support do you seek or receive to resolve work-related issues?
12) What is your experience with your work and employer?
a) How does your work make you feel?
b) How satisfied are you with your work and employer?
13) What have you learned from your work experience?
a) How do you believe you best learn for your job?
b) How do you learn about job/career opportunities?
14) What future career plans do you have? / What are your future career goals?
15) Is there anything else you would like to share about your work experiences in your life as
an immigrant?

232
Questions about immigrant life in the U.S.
16) Describe a typical day for you.
17) How does your work affect your family and social life?
18) What would you tell others about the immigrant’s life in America?
19) What kind of services have you used to assist you as an immigrant?
20) What would you tell others about America?
a) If someone were to come and live in America, what advice would you provide to
prepare them?
21) Is there anything surprising about America?
22) What are your goals in 1 year?
23) What are your goals in 3 years?
24) What are your goals in 10 years?
25) Is there anything that you would like to add? / Is there anything that you would like to tell
me that is important to your life as an immigrant?
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To find out more about the background of Bulgarian immigrants, I prepared the following
questions:
1) How old are you?
2) What is your gender?
3) What is your marital/family status?
4) How many children do you have?
5) Do you have any dependent family members in Bulgaria?
6) What is your educational background?
7) How long have you been in the U.S.?
8) How did you come to the U.S.?
9) What was your occupation before coming to the U.S.?
10) What types of jobs have you worked since your arrival in the U.S.?
11) What is your preferred employment when working in the U.S.?
12) Have you worked part-time or full-time?
13) How did you find your job (through an employment agency, family, and/or friends)?
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Dear Participant,
Please find your interview transcript attached to this letter.
Please review the transcript for accuracy and either confirm that the information in your
transcript is accurately written by putting a check mark in front of “yes” or by marking that you
have made some changes. If you have made any changes, please return the amended transcript to
me in the stamped self-addressed envelope.

[ ] Yes, I confirm that the transcript is accurately written.
[ ] I made some changes to my transcript, and I confirm that the transcript is now accurately
written.

Name of participant: ____________________________________________

Signature of participant: ____________________________________________________

Date: ________________________________________________

